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     CHAPTER ONE

          Judd-

       The Runaway



JUDDThompson Jr. had always hated having the same name as his father. Until now.

 Every time the phone rang and someone asked for Judd, it was "Which one? Big Judd 
or Little Judd?"
The funny thing was, Little Judd was already taller than his father. He had just 
gotten his driver's license,
and the whiskers on his chin formed a thin goatee. He was tired of being 
calledjunior , and if he were
never called Little Judd again for the rest of his life, it would be too soon.

But now, for once, being Judd Thompson Jr. was working in Judd's favor.

 This break was meant to be, Judd decided. After days of fighting with his parents 
about where he was
going, who he was with, what he was doing, and how late he would be in, he had just
happened to be
home one afternoon. And his mother picked that day to ask him to bring in the mail.
If that didn't prove
this was meant to be, Judd didn't know what did.

Judd sighed loudly at his mother's request. She said he acted like any small chore 
or favor was the
biggest burden in the world. That was exactly how he felt. He didn't want to be 
told to do anything.

"Why can'tyou get it?" he asked her.

"Because I asked you to," she said.

"Why do I have to do everything?"

"Would you like to compare what you do around here with what I do?" she asked, and 
that began the
usual argument. Only when his mother threatened to ground him did he stomp out to 
the mailbox. He was
glad he did.

 On the way back to the house, idly flip-ping through catalogs and letters and 
maga-zines, he had found
it---an envelope addressed to him. It was clearly a mistake---obviously intended 
for his father. He knew
that as soon as he saw it. It was busi-ness mail. He didn't recognize the return 
address.

 Just to be ornery, he slipped it inside his jacket and gave the rest of the mail 
to his mother. Well, he
didn't actually give it to her. He tossed it onto the kitchen table in front of 
her, and half of it slid to the
floor. He headed to his room.

"Just a minute, young man," she said, using another of his least favorite names. 
"Get back here and give
me this mail prop-erly."

"In a minute," he said, jogging up the steps.

"Oh, never mind," she said. "By the time you get back here, I'll have it picked up,
read, and answered."



"You're welcome!" he hollered.

"A job not finished is not worthy of a thank-you," she said. "But thanks anyway."

 Judd took off his jacket, cranked up his music, and lay on his bed, opening the 
enve-lope. Onto his
chest dropped a credit card in his name, Judd Thompson Jr. A sticker on it told him
to call a toll-free
number and answer a few questions so he could begin using the card. The letter told
him they had



honored his request. He could spend tens of thousands of dollars using that card 
alone.

 Judd couldn't believe his luck. He dialed the number and was asked his mother's 
maiden name and his
date of birth. He knew enough to use his grandmother's maiden name and his father's
birthday. This was,
after all, really his father's card, wrong name or not. The automated voice told 
Judd he could begin using
the card immediately.

It was then that he planned his escape.

Judd felt desperate to get away. He wasn't sure what had happened or why, but he 
was sure his family
was the problem.

 Judd's father owned a business in Chicago and was wealthy. His mother had never 
had to work outside
the home. Judd's little brother and sister, nine-year-old twins Marc and Marcie, 
were young enough to
stay out of his hair. They were OK, he guessed.

Marc's and Marcie's rooms were full of tro-phies from church, the same as Judd's 
had once been. He
had really been into that stuff, memorizing Bible verses, going to camp every 
summer, all that.

 But when Judd had gone from the junior high to the senior high youth group at New 
Hope Village
Church in Mount Prospect, Illi-nois, he seemed to lose interest overnight. He used 
to invite his friends to
church and youth group. Now he was embarrassed to say his parents made him go.

 Judd felt he had outgrown church. It had been OK when he was a kid, but now nobody
wanted to dress
like he did, listen to his kind of music, or have a little fun. At school he hung 
with kids who got to make
their own decisions and do what they wanted to do. That was all he wanted. A little
freedom.

 Even though they could afford it, Judd's parents refused to buy him his own car. 
How many other high
school juniors still rode the bus to school? When Judd did get to drive one of his 
parents' cars, one of
them told him where he could go, whom he could go with, what he could do, and when 
he had to be
back.

 If only his parents knew what he was doing when they thought he was "just out with
the guys," Judd
thought. How he hated his curfew, his parents' constant watch over his schoolwork, 
their criticizing his
hair, his clothes, and his friends.

 Worst of all, he was grounded if he didn't get up for Sunday school and church 
every Sunday. Just the
Sunday before, he had put up such a fuss that his mother had come into his room and
sat on his bed.



"Don't you love Jesus anymore?" she asked.

 What a stupid question,Judd thought. He didn't remember ever really loving Jesus. 
Oh, he had liked all
the stories and knew a lot of verses. But loving Jesus? Loving God? That was for 
little kids and old
ladies. But what could he say to his mother?

"If you want the truth, I only go to church so I can go out on weekends and use the
car."

That was clearly not what she had wanted to hear. "All right then, just forget it!"
she said.

"I can stay home from church?"

"If you don't want to go anywhere for a week."



Judd swore under his breath. It was a good thing his mother hadn't heardthat . He'd
have been
grounded for life.

 In Sunday school, Judd copped an atti-tude. He wore clothes his parents only 
barely approved of, and
he stayed as far away as possible from the "good" kids. What losers! They never had
any fun. Judd didn't
smile, didn't carry a Bible, didn't look at the teacher, didn't say anything. When 
the teacher asked his
opinion of something, he shrugged. He wanted everyone to know he was there only 
because he had to
be.

 In church, he slouched when his father wasn't looking. He wanted to burrow within 
himself and just
make it through to the end of the service. He didn't sing along, he didn't bow his 
head during prayer, he
didn't shut his eyes. No one had ever said those were rules; Judd was simply trying
to be different from
everyone else. He was way too cool for this stuff.

 As usual, Pastor Vernon Billings got off on his kick about what he called the 
Rapture. "Someday," he
said, "Jesus will return to take his followers to heaven. Those who have received 
him will disappear in the
time it takes to blink your eye. We will disappear right in front of disbelieving 
people. Won't that be a
great day for us and a horrifying one for them?"

 The kindly old pastor talked about how important it was for everyone to be sure of
his own standing
before God and to think and pray about friends and loved ones who might not be 
ready. Judd's little
secret was that he had never really believed any of that.

 He'd had enough chances. At vacation Bible school, his friends had prayed and 
received Christ. He was
embarrassed. He told them he had already done that at home. At camp a few years 
later, Judd felt guilty
and sinful when a young speaker talked about church kids who weren't really 
Christian believers. He had
wanted to go forward; he really had. But he had also just been named Camper of the 
Week for
memorizing a bunch of Bible verses and being the fastest to look up some others. 
What would people
say?

 Judd knew he didn't have to go forward or talk with anyone to receive Christ. He 
knew he could do it
by himself. He could pray sin-cerely and ask God to forgive his sins and make Jesus
the Lord of his life.
But later, when the meeting was over and the emotion wore off, he told himself that
was something he
could do anytime.

Judd felt the most guilty when he was twelve years old and many of his Sunday 
school classmates signed
up to be baptized. Their teacher and Pastor Billings made clear to them that this 



was an act of obeying
Christ, a step taken by Christians to declare themselves followers of Jesus.

As the students were baptized, they were asked to tell about when they had received
Christ. Judd had
done the unthinkable. He had quoted Scripture and made up a story about when he had
become a
Christian "once by myself at camp."

 He felt guilty about that for weeks, never having the guts to tell his parents or 
his Sun-day school
teacher. Yet something kept him from confessing to God and getting things right 
with Christ. Now he was
sixteen and had feelings and thoughts he believed no one would understand. He was 
bored with his
church, frustrated with his parents, and secretly proud that he wasn't really part 
of the church crowd. He
went because he had to, but someday soon he would make his own decisions.

With the small error on that credit card, Judd Thompson Jr. had his ticket to 
freedom. He had seen his



dad get cash with his credit card at the bank and at the automatic teller machines.
And he knew that
almost anything could be paid for with that magic card.

Of course, one day the bill would come and his parents would be able to trace where
he had been. But
he could put a lot of miles between himself and them in the meantime.

 For several days, Judd saved cash, with-drawing as much as he could each day from 
the automatic teller
machine. He hid the money with the passport he had gotten the year before when his 
father took him
along on a business trip to Asia. He had been mis-erable on that trip and let his 
dad know it every chance
he got. Judd Sr. had finally given up trying to convince Judd Jr. that this was 
"the opportunity of a
lifetime."

 Secretly Judd had to admit that he enjoyed the hotels, the meals, and even 
learning how to get around in
foreign cities with different cultures and languages. But he wasn't about to tell 
his dad that. Judd knew
Dad had dragged him along only to get him away from his new friends, the ones his 
mother called the
"evil influences." It was also sup-posed to be a time for him and his dad to 
bond---whatever that meant.
Dad had tried, Judd had to give him that, but there had been no bonding. Mostly it 
was just Judd
scowling, complaining, arguing, and begging to go home.

 At least he got a passport out of the deal. That, along with his new driver's 
license and the credit card,
gave him what he thought was complete freedom. A friend had told him he looked old 
enough to pass for
twenty-one and that he should get a fake identification card that would allow him 
to buy liquor in Illinois.
It was cheaper and easier than he thought to get both his driver's license and his 
passport copied with a
new birth date.

 His plan was to take his stash of cash and go to O'Hare International Airport some
night. He would take
the first flight he could get to another English-speaking country. Beyond that, his
plan was not clear. One
thing was sure: He wasn't going to bum around begging for a place to stay. He would
live first-class all
the way.

 Now Judd was a criminal. He told himself he wasn't scared. Breaking the law only 
made him bolder
about his plan, and he began making up reasons why he had to get away from home as 
soon as possible.

As he made his plans, Judd became more and more angry. He disagreed with every-
thing his parents did
or said. He was mean and sarcastic.

One day after school his little brother came into his room.



"What doyou want?" Judd asked Marc.

"I just wanted to ask you a question. Are you still a Christian?"

Judd lied. "Of course," he said. "What's it to you?"

"I was just wonderin' because it doesn't seem like you're happy or acting like 
one."

"Why don't you get out of here and mind your own business!"

"Will you be mad at me if I pray for you?"

"Don't waste your breath."



"You're makin' Mom cry, you know that?"

"She shouldn't waste her tears either."

"Judd, what's the matter? You used to care---"

"Out! Get out!"

 Marc looked pale and tearful as he left. Judd shook his head, disgusted, and told 
himself Marc would be
a lot better off when he outgrew his stupidity.l used to be just like that, Judd 
thought.What a wuss!

 Judd stuffed some of his favorite clothes in his book bag and jogged downstairs. 
"And where do you
think you're going, mister?" his mother said. Did she always have to talk like 
that? Couldn't she just ask a
simple question?

"I'm going to the library to study," Judd said. "I'll be there till closing, so 
don't wait up for me."

"Since when did you get interested in studying?" his mother asked.

"You said you wanted my grades to improve! "

"You don't need to go to the library to study, Judd. Why don't you stay here 
and---"

"I need some peace and quiet, all right?"

"What will you do for dinner?"

"I'll get something out."

"Do you need some money?"

"No! Now leave me alone!"

"All right! Just go! But don't be late!"

"Mom! I already told you! I'm staying till closing, so---"

"Don't wait up, yeah, I know. Are you meeting someone there?"

"No!"

"I'd better not find out you've been out with your friends, young man ...."

But Judd was already out the door.

----- + -----



 At O'Hare, Judd found a flight on Pan-Continental Airlines that left early in the 
evening and was
scheduled to arrive in Lon-don the following morning. His phony iden-tification 
cards worked perfectly,
and he enjoyed being referred to as Mr. Thompson. His first-class ticket was very 
expensive, but it was
the only seat left on the 747.

 Judd knew it wouldn't be long before his parents started looking for him. They 
would discover his car at
the airport, and they would quickly find his name on the passen-ger list of the 
Pan-Con flight. He'd better
enjoy this freedom while he could, he decided. He would try to hide in England for 
as long as possible,
but even if he was found and hauled back to the United States, he hoped he would 
have made his point.

 What was his point, exactly, he wondered. That he needed his freedom. Yeah, that 
was it. He needed to
be able to make some deci-sions on his own, to be treated like an adult. He didn't 
want to be told what
to do all the time. He wanted the Thompson family to know that he was able to get 
along in the world on
his own. Going to London by him-self, based on his own plans, ought to prove that.

Judd sat on the aisle. On the other side of the aisle sat a middle-aged man who had
three drinks set
before him. Beyond him, in the window seat, a younger man sat hunched over his 
laptop computer.

Judd was stunned at the beauty of the flight attendant, whose name badge read 
"Hattie." He'd never
known anyone with that name, but he couldn't work up the courage to say so. He was 
excited and
pleased with himself when she didn't even ask to see any identification when she 
offered him cham-
pagne.

"How much?" he asked.

"It's free in first class, Mr. Thompson," she said.

 He had tried champagne a few times and didn't like it, but he liked the idea of 
its sit-ting on the tray table
in front of him. He would pretend to be on business, on his way to London for 
important meetings.

 Captain Rayford Steele came over the intercom, announcing their flight path and 
altitude and saying he
expected to arrive at Heathrow Airport at six in the morning.

Judd Thompson Jr. couldn't wait. This was already the most exciting night of his 
life.

                                      _________________________



                                              CHAPTER TWO



                                                    Vicki

                                                  The Rebel

 VICKIByrne was fourteen and looked eigh-teen. Tall and slender, she had fiery red 
hair and had
recently learned to dress in a way that drew attention, from girls and guys. She 
liked leather. Low cut
black boots, short skirts, flashy tops, lots of jewelry, and a dif-ferent hairstyle
almost every day.

 She was tough. She had to be. Other kids at school considered kids who lived in 
trailer parks lower
class. Vicki's friends were her "own kind," as her enemies liked to say. When she 
and her trailer park
neighbors boarded the bus on Vicki's first day of high school, they quickly 
realized how it was going to
be.

 The bus was full. It was obvious the trailer park was the last stop on the route. 
Only the first two kids of
the twelve boarding from the trailer park found a seat even to share. Every morning
they jostled for
position to be one of the lucky first ones aboard. Vicki had given up trying. Two 
senior boys, smelling of
tobacco and bad breath and never, ever, car-rying schoolbooks, muscled their way to
the front of the
line.

 No one on the bus looked at the trailer park kids. They seemed to be afraid that 
if they made eye
contact, they might have to slide over and make room for a third person in their 
seat. And, of course, no
one wanted to sit next to "trailer trash." Vicki had seen them hold their noses 
when she and her neighbors
boarded, and she had heard the whispers.

 How was a freshman girl supposed to feel when people pretended not to see her, 
pre-tended she didn't
exist, acted as if she were scum?

 The bus driver refused to pull away from the trailer park until everyone was 
seated, so the two senior
trailer boys---who had already found seats---rose and scowled and insisted that 
people make room.
Some "rich kids," which they all seemed to be if they didn't live near Vicki, 
begrudgingly made room.

 The first day, Vicki had found herself the last to find a seat. She looked in the 
front, where most of the
black kids sat. They had to be among the first on the bus, because no one seemed to
want to sit with
them either---espe-cially the trailer park kids. In fact, Vicki's friends called 
the black kids horrible names
and wouldn't sit with them even if they offered a seat.



 Vicki had been raised to believe black kids were beneath her too. No black people 
lived in the trailer
park, and she didn't know why they were supposed to be inferior, other than that 
they were a different
color. Her father had said they were lazy, criminal, stupid. And yet that was how 
Vicki saw her father
himself. At least until two years before.

 When she was twelve, something had hap-pened to her parents. Before that they had 
seemed the same
as most of their neighbors. Every Friday night there was a community dance where 
drunk and jealous
husbands fought over their wives and girlfriends. It was not unusual for the dances
to be broken up by the
police, with one or more of the fight-ers being hauled off to jail for the night. 
Often, her mother bailed out



Vicki's dad, and then they would fight over that for the rest of the weekend.

 Vicki's father had trouble keeping a job, and her mother's waitressing didn't pay 
enough to cover their
bills. Vicki's dad had been a mechanic, a construction worker, a short-order cook, 
and a cashier at a
conve-nience store. Being arrested or late or absent from work one too many times 
always cost him his
job, and then they would live on welfare for a few months until he could find 
something else.

 Vicki had wished her parents would stay away from the community dance every Fri-
day night, but they
seemed to look forward to it as the highlight of their week. She had to admit she 
used to love hanging
around with her older brother Eddie and little sister Jeanni and their friends 
during those dances. They
were always off sneaking around and getting into mischief while their parents 
danced, sang, drank, and
fought. It was while running with those kids that Vicki learned to smoke and drink.
When Eddie
graduated from high school, he moved out on his own to Michigan.

 There were a few trailer park families who never came to the dances. They, Vicki's
father said, were the
"religious types. The goody--goodies. The churchgoers."

Vicki's mother often reminded him, "Don't forget, Tom, that was the way I was 
raised. And it's not all
bad. We could do with some church around here."

"I rescued you from all that superstitious mumbo jumbo," he had said.

 That became Vicki's view of church. She believed there was a God out there some-
where, and her
mother told her he had cre-ated the world and created her and loved her. She 
couldn't make that make
sense. If God created this lousy world and her lousy life, how could he love her?

 One Friday night when Vicki was in sev-enth grade, the family heard the loud music
signaling the weekly
dance and began moseying to the parking lot to hear the band. Vicki's plan was to 
ditch Jeanni as soon
as the party started and run off somewhere with her friends to sneak some 
cigarettes and maybe some
beer.

 But before she could do that, the music stopped and everyone looked toward the 
small stage in surprise.
"Uh, 'scuse me," the lead singer said. "One of our neighbors here has asked if he 
can introduce a guest
who'd like to speak to us for a few minutes."

 Sometimes local politicians said a few words at the dances, or the police reminded
people to behave, or
the landlord reminded everyone that "this is a privilege and can be ended if there 
are more fights."

 But the neighbor with a guest speaker had never been seen at one of these dances. 



He was one of those
church people Vicki's dad made fun of. And his guest was a preacher. As soon as he 
began to speak,
people groaned and began shouting to "get on with the music."

But the speaker said, "If you'll just indulge me for a few moments, I promise not 
to take more than five
minutes of your time. And I plead with you to let your children hear this too."

 Somehow, that quieted the crowd. The man launched into a very fast, very brief 
mes-sage that included
verses from the Bible and a good bit of shouting. Vicki had been to church only 
once with a friend, and
she had no idea what he was talking about. She was struck, however, that everyone, 
even the bar-
tenders and musicians, seemed to stop and listen. No one ran around, no one spoke, 
no one moved.

The speaking didn't seem all that great, but there was a feeling, an atmosphere. 
The man seemed to



know what he was talking about and spoke with confidence and authority. The best 
Vicki could figure
out, he was saying that everyone was a sinner and needed God. God loved them and 
wanted to forgive
their sins and promise to take them to heaven when they died.

 She didn't believe him. She hated her life, and if she did things wrong, they 
weren't any worse than what
her own parents did. They smoked and drank and fought. What was the big deal? And 
if God loved
them, why were they living in a trailer park?

 Vicki wanted to get going, to run with her friends, but she didn't want to be the 
only one moving.
Everyone else seemed frozen in place. Vicki didn't understand it. She hadn't heard 
too much of this
religious talk, and she didn't care to hear any more. When she turned to complain 
to her parents, she was
shocked to see her mother standing there with her eyes closed, silently moving her 
lips. Could she be
praying?

 And her father! Usually something like this would make him nervous and fidgety. It
wouldn't have
surprised her if he had tried to shout down the speaker or cause some other 
disturbance. But there he
stood, staring at the preacher, not moving. "Daddy?" she whis-pered.

 He held up a hand to shush her. What was so interesting?. What was keeping all 
these party people
quiet? The preacher asked his listeners to bow their heads and close their eyes. 
Nowthere was
something they would never do. If there was anything Vicki's dad and his friends 
hated more than being
told what to do, she didn't know what it was.

When she looked around, however, almost everyone was doing it! Some just stared at 
the ground, but
most had their eyes closed. The preacher told them how they could receive Christ. 
"Tell God you realize
you're a sinner," he said. "Thank him for sending Jesus to die for you, and accept 
his offer of forgiveness."

 Vicki still didn't understand. The whole thing made her uneasy, but something was 
happening here. She
looked to her dad and was stunned to see he had fallen to his knees and was crying.
Her mother
crouched next to him, hugging him and praying with him.

Vicki was embarrassed. As soon as the preacher finished and the music started 
again, she slipped away
with her friends. "What was that all about?" she asked them.

 "Who knows?" a boy said, pulling cans of beer from a paper bag and passing them 
around. "You ought
to ask your old man. He really seemed into it. Your mom too."

Vicki shrugged. Her girlfriend added, "They left the dance, you know."



"What do you mean?" Vicki asked.

"Your mom was leading your dad back to the trailer, and your little sister was 
tagging along behind them.
They must've got relig-ion or something."

"Whatever that means," Vicki said, hoping to change the subject. "I need a 
cigarette."

Vicki didn't really need a cigarette. It was just something to say that made her 
feel older. She smoked,
yes, but she didn't carry a pack with her. She just bummed smokes off her friends 
once in a while.

 At the end of the evening, when she and her friends had had enough beer and ciga-
rettes to make her
feel wasted, she filled her mouth with gum to try to hide the smell and made her 
way back home. She



walked through the parking lot where the music and the dancing were still going on.

 Some of the people she had seen with their eyes closed and seeming to pray were 
now drinking and
carrying on as usual, but there didn't seem to be any fights or any reason for 
anyone to call the police.

 Vicki was half an hour past her curfew, but her parents had never been home this 
early from a weekend
dance before. She expected a loud chewing out, the usual threats of grounding 
(which were rarely
followed through), and charges that she had been involved in all kinds of awful 
things. All she and her
friends had done was to put fire-crackers in a few mailboxes and run away, and they
tipped over a few
garbage cans. Her father always accused her of much worse than that, but his 
promised punishments
were nearly always forgotten.

 This night was strange. Her little sister, Jeanni, was already in bed, but her 
parents were as awake as she
had ever seen them. Her mother sat at the tiny kitchen table, her dusty old Bible 
in front of her. Vicki's
father was excited, beaming, smiling, pacing. "I want to quit smoking and drinking,
Dawn," he said, as
Vicki came in. "I want to clean up my whole act."

"Now, Tom," Vicki's mother cautioned, "nobody says you can't be a Christian if you 
smoke and drink.
Let's find a good church and start living for God and let him do the work in our 
lives."

 Vicki shook her head and started for her bedroom, but her father called her back. 
"I became a Christian
tonight, honey," he said, a name he hadn't called her since she was a preschooler.

"What were you before?" Vicki asked.

"I was a nothing," he said. "Your mom was a Christian, but I---"

"I knew the Lord," Vicki's mother said, "but I haven't lived for him for years. I 
was pretty much a nothing
myself. But I came back to the Lord tonight. We're going to start going to church 
and---"

"Church?" Vicki said. "I'mnot going!"

"Of course you are," her dad said. "When you get saved, you'llwant to go to church.
I can't wait."

"I can," Vicki said. "And when I get saved from what?"

"Saved from hell, saved from your sin. You'll be safe in the arms of Jesus, and 
you'll go to heaven when
you die."

"You really believe that?" Vicki said.

"You bet I do," Mr. Byrne said.



 "I'll tell you what I bet," Vicki said. "I bet you'll be drinking and cussing and 
fighting and losing your job
again."

Her father's smile froze. She knew she had made him mad, and she could tell he 
wanted to hit her. She
had spoken what she believed was the truth, but she hadn't really wanted to hurt 
him.

He approached and reached for her, and she flinched. "Don't you touch me!" she 
screamed.



 He took her gently by the shoulders and spoke softly. "I'm not going to hit you, 
Vicki," he said. "Let me
hug you." She couldn't remember how long it had been since he had done that. "I 
know this all has to
sound strange to you, but something hap-pened to me tonight. It was as if God spoke
to me. I don't
know why I listened or how he got through, but he did. And things are going to 
change around here."

That'll be the day, Vickithought.

 "I know you have no reason to believe me, hon," her dad said. "I don't blame you 
for not understanding.
I've never given you any rea-son to trust me, so I guess I'll just have to prove 
it."

 "Let's let God work on her," her mom said. "We have enough work to do on 
ourselves, and he's going
to help us with that too."

 Vicki finally pulled away from her dad. "Well, I'm glad if this works for you 
two," she said, "but don't
expect me to be part of it. It sounds weird. You hear a crazy preacher for five 
minutes and now all of a
sudden you're holy?"

"We're not holy," her mother said. "We're just giving ourselves to God."

"And you don't think that sounds strange?"

"When God gets through to you," her dad said, "you won't think it sounds so 
strange."

 Vicki finally made it to the little bedroom she shared with Jeanni and flopped 
into bed. She was scared
about what was happening with her parents. She decided that if this really kept her
dad from drinking and
fight-ing and being a lazy worker, it would be all right. But this much of a change
in such a short time was
too much to handle.

Jeanni stirred. "Is that you, Vick?"

"It's me."

"Did you hear what happened tonight?"

"I heard. Go back to sleep."

"Then you know I'm a Christian now?"

"You too?"

"Yup. I got Jesus in my heart."

Vicki sat up. Now her parents were brain-washing her little sister! "Jesus in your 
heart? What does that
mean?"



 "Well," she said, "he's not really inside me, but I took him into my life. I'm 
going to go to heaven
someday."

"Oh, brother!"

"You'd better do it too, Vicki. You don't want to go to hell."



 "You'd better get one thing straight, Jeanni. Everybody in this trailer park is 
going to hell, end that
includes you and me."

 Vicki regretted it as soon as she'd said it. Who was she to be dumping on her 
little sis-ter? Maybe
church would be good for Jeanni, too, as long as they didn't make Vicki go. Jeanni 
s response proved
she had not been bothered by what Vicki said.

"Not me," she said brightly. "I'm going to heaven with Jesus!"

Good for you,Vicki thought.Just leave me out of it.

                                      _________________________

                                             CHAPTER THREE

                                                     Lionel

                                                   The Liar

  LIONELWashington's parents had moved him out of the inner city of Chicago when he
was six years
old. His mother, Lucinda, had been a reporter for the Chicago office ofGlobal 
Weekly magazine. When
she was promoted to bureau chief, the family could afford to move to the suburbs. 
They were among the
first blacks to live in their Mount Prospect neighborhood.

 Now, seven years later, thirteen-year-old Lionel was having trouble deciding where
he fit. When he
visited his relatives in Chicago, or when his other relatives visited him from the 
South, his cousins
criticized him for "los-ing your blackness. It's like you're white now."

 It was nice to live in a neighborhood where he didn't have to be afraid to ride 
his bike anywhere or run
with his friends, even after dark. And Lionel enjoyed having more things than he 
was used to having when
he was smaller. His cousins, probably to cover their jealousy of his nicer clothes 
and shoes and the fact
that his parents had two cars, called him "rich boy" and "whitey" and said he might
as well not even be
black.



 Lucinda Washington was a no-nonsense woman. She had become a well-paid execu-tive 
with the
leading newsmagazine in the country, despite her being black and a woman. She 
laughed when her nieces
and nephews teased Lionel. "He's as black as you are and always will be," she said.
"Now you just go on
and leave him alone."

 Still, Lionel didn't like it. No way did he want to give up what he thought was a 
better and safer life than
he had known. But neither did he want to be different from his relatives. There 
were few other black kids
in his junior high, and none of them went to his church. His older sister, Clarice,
went to Prospect High
School, and his younger brother and sister, Ronnie and Talia, were still in elemen-
tary school.

 That made him feel all the more alone at his school. He grew quieter there and at 
home, and he could tell
his mother was wor-ried about him. Lionel didn't like the changes in his body and 
his mind as he became
a teenager. It was too strange. He found himself thinking more. He thought about 
everything.

 Mostly, he thought about his Uncle andré. andré was the bad apple of the family. 
He was a drunk and
had been known to use and abuse drugs. He'd been in and out of jail for years and 
once even served a
short term at Stateville Penitentiary in Joliet, Illinois.

 The thing about Uncle andré was that he was a charming guy. When he was sober and 
out of trouble
and working, everybody loved him. He was fun and funny and great to be around. When
he was "sick,"
which was the family term for when he was doing drugs or drinking or running with 
the wrong crowd,
they all worried about him and prayed for him and tried to get him to come back to 
church.

 Uncle andré was a great storyteller. He loved to regale the family with 
exaggerated tales that made them
all laugh. He told the stories in a high-pitched whine, making up new things as he 
went along, and each
story grew funnier each time he told it. He would throw his head back and grab his 
belly and laugh until
he could barely catch his breath. Tears would stream down his face until every-one 
else, laughed right
along.

 That was puzzling to Lionel. How could Uncle andré be everyone's favorite half the
time and everyone's
worry the other half? Lionel's mother told him it was all about understanding and 
forgiveness. "I don't
excuse what he does when he's weak and goes back to doing things he knows he 
shouldn't," she said,
"but when he comes back to church and asks forgiveness and tries to live for the 
Lord, well, we have to
accept him and help him if we can. I believe he's really trying."



 Lionel was proud of his mother, but for reasons other than that she seemed wise in
the areas of
forgiveness and acceptance. The truth was, with her job, she was the star of the 
family. Not just Lionel's
family, but the whole Washington clan. They traced their roots to the freedom 
riders on the Under-
ground Railroad during the days of slavery, and many of his ancestors had been 
active in the civil rights
movement, fighting for equal opportunities among the races. His mother was one who 
had proved that a
person, regardless of the color of her skin or the housing project she had grown up
in, could achieve and
make something of herself if she really committed herself to it.

 Lucinda Washington told Lionel she had been born and raised in a Cleveland ghetto,
but "I loved to
study. And that was going to be my way out of the projects." She said she fell in 
love with journalism,
reporting, and writing. She graduated from journalism school and worked her way up 
finally toGlobal
Weekly magazine.

She made good money, even more than her husband, Charles, who was a heavy-equipment
operator.
He was as proud of her as anyone, and secretly Lionel was proud of her too.



 But Lionel had another secret, and it caused him no end of anxiety. Lionel knew 
something no one else
in the family except andré even suspected. Neither he nor andré were really 
Christians, even though the
whole family history revolved around church.

 Church was something that had not changed when Charles and Lucinda Wash-ington had
moved to the
suburbs. They had been able to somehow fit in to the strange white culture, though 
many people made it
clear they were not happy about a black fam-ily's moving in, wealthy or not. The 
Washing-tons had
quickly befriended those homeowners who had not moved out and convinced them they 
were good
neighbors.

 Finding a church they were comfortable in was another story. Lionel could not 
remember when he had
not been attending church. Family legends said his mother took him to church when 
he was less than a
week old, but his mother told him that was slightly exaggerated. "But you weren't 
two weeks old," she
said, grinning. "You might as well have been born in the church and grown up 
there."

 Actually, he liked church a lot. Lionel was glad that his parents drove all the 
way back into the city to
attend their old church. Some of the people who criticized them for "mov-ing out 
and moving up" were
glad to see they had not forgotten their roots. And even if they were jealous of 
the Washingtons' ability to
move out of a high-crime area, they were glad to see them come back every Sunday 
morning and
evening and every Wednesday night.

 Church was what the Washington family was about, but Lionel knew it went deeper 
than that. His
mother not only loved church, she truly loved God. And Jesus. And the Holy Spirit. 
They had visited a
few churches in the suburbs, including a couple that had both white and black 
members. Lionel had been
a young boy then, but even he could see that these just were not the same as his 
home church in Chicago.

 Those people didn't seem to have any spirit. His mother assured him, "They are 
cer-tainly true believers,
and I don't question their salvation for a second. But I need to go to a church 
where people don't mind
expressing themselves. If I was to jump and shout praises or sing at the top of my 
lungs, or sway to the
music or even dance in the aisles, I wouldn't want to worry about what someone 
thinks."

 Lionel knew what she was talking about. He loved to clap and sing and sway, and 
while he had not
danced in the aisle, he enjoyed watching people who did. The ser-vices at his 
church were long and loud
and enthusiastic. People were happy and joyful. He was as happy as anyone when his 
parents finally



realized they would not find their kind of church in their new neighborhood.

 So Lionel had the best of both worlds. He lived in a safe place, went to good 
schools, learned to work
and earn and save but also had whatever he really needed, and he got to go back 
"home" for church
twice a week. Every Sunday, his family stayed with relatives between the morning 
and evening services.

 One week while staying with his grand-parents, Lionel got to spend a lot of time 
with Uncle andré.
Lionel rode along while andré picked something up at the store. When andré came 
out, Lionel was
surprised to see him followed closely and quickly by two other men about andré's 
age. Obviously not
noticing Lionel at first, one of them said to andré, "You hear what I'm saying? You
get us that money by
Friday or you disappear."

 andré immediately smiled and slapped hands with them, nervously introducing them 
to "my big sister's
little boy." Lionel shook hands with them, but he was scared. He pretended not to 
have heard, but those
guys had clearly just threatened Uncle andré. As they drove back to the 
neighborhood, Lionel asked him
about it.



"Them?" andré said. "Oh, they're just friends. They were havin' fun with me."

"It didn't sound like it," Lionel said. "I don't like them. They scare me."

 andré pulled to the curb, several blocks from his parents' home. He took a deep 
breath and told Lionel,
"You're right. They're bad guys. I borrowed some money from them for a deal that 
went bad, and I don't
know how I'm ever gonna pay them back. I'll figure out somethin', or I'll just have
to hide out for a
while."

"Aren't you scared?" Lionel said.

 "'Course I am. But that's my life, Lionel. That's why it's good you're a Christian
and bein' raised by my
sister. She'll keep you on the straight and narrow path."

"Uh-huh," Lionel said.

"What's that mean?" Uncle andré said. "You in trouble already?"

"No, but I was just wondering. I mean, you're a Christian too, aren't you?"

Uncle andré looked surprised. "Me? Do I seem like a Christian to you?"

"When you're not, um, I mean---"

"When I'm not gettin' in trouble, you mean?"

"Yeah."

andré chuckled, but he looked sad. "You've seen me come back to the Lord lots of 
times, huh?"

Lionel nodded.

"I'm gonna tell you the truth about that, Nephew, but you can't be tellin' anyone, 
you hear?"

Lionel nodded again.

"I mean, I don't even want you tellin' your mama. Now listen, those people care 
about me, I know they
do. And I need a place to crash and people to help me get back on my feet now and 
then. And when I
get myself cleaned up and try to start over, I'm serious about it. But the truth 
is, I tell 'em whatever they
want to hear so they'll take me back. If they knew I was serious about surviving 
but not serious about
God, I'd have nobody."

Lionel sat stunned. "So, you're not really a Christian then?"

 andré sighed as if he hated to admit it. "No, I'm not. Truth is, I don't believe 
God would forgive
somebody like me. I just keep messing up. And every time I go straight, I know I'm 
gonna mess up
again."



"But doesn't God forgive you every time?"



 "I don't ever feel forgiven. My family for-gives me, but that's because they 
believe I'm either tryin' or I'm
sick."

 "But my mom says that's how God forgives people. He uses the people who love them 
to show them his
forgiveness."

"Well, I can't deny my family has done that. But the truth is, I've never been a 
true believer, a real
Christian, and I really believe it's too late for me."

Lionel sat shaking his head. This was sad, but it was also scary.

"So, Lionel, tell me I'm wrong."

"That's the trouble," Lionel said. "I don't know, because I think I agree with 
you."

"That's not what I wanted to hear," andré said. "I was kind of hopin' you were 
still young enough to
believe."

 "Well, Mama says you're never too young or too old, and you're never too good or 
too bad to become
a Christian."

"I know she does. Remember, I grew up with her. But what'd you mean by sayin' you 
agree with me?"

 Lionel wasn't sure how to say it without coming right out with it. "I've never 
really become a Christian
either."

andré squinted at him and smiled. "So we're the two secret heathens in the Wash-
ington family?"

Lionel did not find it funny. "It's a secret all right. Everybody thinks you're a 
Christian who has bad spells
once in a while. They think I might become a preacher or a mis-sionary someday."

 andré pulled away from the curb. "You ought to talk with your mother about this," 
he said. "I'd rather
see you grow up like her than like me."

"I can't talk to her," Lionel said. "It'd kill her. She thinks I'm one of the best 
young Christians she knows.
You won't say any-thing to her, will you?"

 "Not if you don't want me to. You could spill the beans about me too, so we'll 
just keep each other's
secrets, OK?"

 Lionel nodded, but he didn't feel good about it. He wondered if andré was as wor-
ried about Lionel's
not being a Christian as Lionel was about andré. "Aren't you afraid it might all be
true?" Lionel said. "And
that we might end up in hell?"



 andré parked in the alley behind his par-ents' home. He threw back his head and 
cackled that crazy
laugh of his. "Now that," he said, "I do not believe. I may have once, but I've 
outgrown that. Some of
these stories and legends about what's goin' to happen at the end of the world, I 
don't know where the
preachers get them. I can't imagine they're in the Bible."

"My mom says they are."



 "Well, maybe someday she can show me, and then I'll think about it. Meantime, I'm 
not goin' to worry
about fairy tales, and you shouldn't either."

 But Lionel did worry. When they got back to the rest of the family, everyone was 
gath-ered around the
piano and singing old hymns. Lionel liked that. He sang well and enjoyed blending 
harmonies. Uncle
andré sang right along with the rest of them, but once he winked at Lionel. Then he
worked his way near
him and whispered, "This stuff makes for good singing, but remember, half of it's a
good way to live and
the other is just fairy tales."

 Lionel wondered if Uncle andré really believed that. He was a cool guy and older 
and seemed wise in
the ways of the world. If anybody should worry about what happened to him when he 
died or when the
end of the world came, it should be andré. But he didn't seem worried. He had a 
plan, a scheme. He had
convinced himself he could play the game well enough to keep his loving family 
around him.

Lionel would rather have been like his mother than like his uncle, but he knew he 
and andré were pretty
much the same. andré did a lot worse things, but if what Lionel's mother and the 
rest of the family
believed was true, Lionel knew that he and andré were in the same boat.

 andré began dancing to the music, and his relatives clapped and urged him on. 
Lionel couldn't help but
smile, seeing his joyous uncle entertaining everyone. Lionel's mother put her arm 
around him as she
watched andré. She pulled Lionel to herself and said, "Isn't the Lord wonderful? 
Don't we have a good
God?"

Lionel tried to ignore her, but she noticed. "Hm?" she said. "Aren't you glad to 
serve a God who loves
you so much?"

"Um-hm," Lionel lied. "Sure, Mama. 'Course I am."

He felt terrible. Like a hypocrite. Like the liar he was.

                                     _________________________

                                             CHAPTER FOUR

                                                    Ryan



                                                 The Skeptic



 "YOURreal name's Rayford?" Ryan Daley squealed at his best friend. "We've know 
each other how
long, and I never knew that!"

 Raymie Steele smiled and shook his head. "Don't make such a big deal about it. 
Other-wise I'll tell
everybody your middle name!"

 The boys had grown up on the same street, one living on each end. They had begun 
kin-dergarten
together, and now they were both twelve and in the sixth grade. They were as close 
as brothers. Ryan
was an only child, and Raymie may as well have been. His only sister, Chloe, was 
eight years older and
had been away at college two years already.

Ryan and Raymie had a lot in common. Each had a father who was too busy for him. 
These guys
needed each other. Ryan was a lit-tle shorter and thicker than Raymie, who was 
slender and tall and
dark like his father. Ryan was a blond and the better athlete of the two.

 Like any close friends, they squabbled a lot. Once in a while they even said nasty
things to each other
and vowed never to talk to each other again. The next day one would call the other 
or just go to his
house, and they would start in where they had left off, best friends. No apologies,
no mention of the
argument. Just friends again.

They had always gotten a kick out of how close their first names were. That was 
what had started the
discussion of their real full names. Ryan said he had been named after three famous
Chicagoans. "My first
name comes from Dan Ryan. I don't even know who he was, but there's an expressway 
named after him.
And my middle name, promise you'll never tell a soul, comes from some old mayor 
from way back when
who got assassinated."

"What's his name?"

"I don't want to tell you. I don't trust you."

"If you can't trustme--- "

"OK, I trust you. But you gotta promise."

"I promise."

"And you've got to tell me a secret you don't want anybody to know."

"I will."

"All right," Ryan said. "The mayor's name was Anton Cermak."

 Raymie Steele had doubled over laughing. Ryan couldn't resist laughing too. "So," 
Raymie said when he
caught his breath, "is your middle name Anton or Cermak?"



"Cermak," Ryan mumbled.



"No!"

"Yes! Isn't that awful? And my last name's the same as a former Chicago mayor too."

"I know. How'd your middle-name guy get assassinated?"

"My mom made me look it up. For some reason he was in a parade in Florida with 
President Roosevelt
when some guy tried to shoot the president, missed, and hit Cer-mak."

"Which Roosevelt?"

"I don't know. Was there more than one?"

"'Course," Raymie said. "Teddy and Frank-lin."

"Probably Teddy, I guess."

"When was this?"

"In the 1930s, I think."

"Then it had to be Franklin."

"Whatever, Raymie. How do you know all that stuff?"

"I don't know. I just like to study, and I remember a lot of it."

"So it's your turn to tell me something you don't want anybody else to know."

"All right, Ryan, as long as we're talking about names, I'm actually a 'junior.'"

"Your name is the same as your dad's?"

"Yup."

"So his name is Raymond? You're actually Raymond Steele?"

"Nope. It's Rayford."

Now it was Ryan's turn to laugh. They swore to each other that they would never 
tell anyone else. But
when they were alone, they started calling each other Rayford and Cermak. It 
usually made them smile.

 One of the reasons their friendship worked so well was that in spite of all their 
similari-ties, they also had
individual strengths and weaknesses. Raymie was the student, the one who seemed to 
know everything
and was usually right. It drove Ryan crazy that Raymie actually enjoyed school.

 Ryan went to school mostly to play. He was the athlete of the two. You name the 
sport, he enjoyed it
and was good at it and played with all his might. He was the fastest runner, the 
highest jumper, the best
hitter and thrower and even the best basketball shot in his class. Raymie said he 
considered himself a
klutz in sports but that he enjoyed watching Ryan and was proud to be his friend.



 Ryan liked it when Raymie stayed overnight at his house or he stayed at Raymie's. 
Secretly, Ryan
believed Raymie had the best dad. Raymie's dad was Rayford Steele Sr., an airline 
pilot. He always
called it "driving" the planes, and the planes he drove were the big ones, the 
747s.

 Ryan had gotten to go into the cockpit of a 747 once when Mr. Steele had taken him
and Raymie to
O'Hare. They watched the planes take off and land, and Captain Steele gave them 
pilot caps, wing pins,
and even old computer printouts of weather conditions and route logs.

 Whenever Ryan stayed at Raymie's, he hoped Captain Steele was home and would tell 
him airplane
stories. Mr. Steele insisted that his job was actually quite routine and boring. 
"The important thing is that
we do it right and do it safely," he said. He had never crashed, which disappointed
Ryan because he
thought there would be a great story behind something like that.

The only thing Ryan didn't like about being at Raymie's house was that Mrs. Steele 
seemed so religious.
She always made them pray before they ate, and she often talked about God and even 
told Bible stories.
Ryan enjoyed some of those, but it made him nervous when Mrs. Steele made Raymie 
say his prayers
before going to sleep. Church and prayer and Bible stories had never been part of 
Ryan's life.

His father was nothing quite as dramatic as an airline pilot. Ryan's dad was a 
sales man-ager for a big
plumbing fixture company. Ryan was proud that his dad was successful and seemed to 
make good
money. His dad seemed a little upset that, as he said, "I probably don't make as 
much as your friend's
dad, the pilot, but I'm not far behind."

 Ryan's mother also worked, so he often came home alone after school. He wasn't 
supposed to have
anyone in the house when his parents weren't there, but for many years he and 
Raymie cheated on that.
They would play and eat and watch television, always keeping an eye out for Mrs. 
Daley. When she
pulled into the driveway, Raymie would hurry to the front door and slip out as she 
came in the back.
Once she was in the house he knew it was safe to ring the doorbell as if he had 
just gotten there.

 That kept Ryan out of trouble. But one day, a few months before, that had all 
changed. For a few days,
Raymie had excuses for why he couldn't come over after school. Finally Ryan asked 
him right out.
"What's the deal, Raymie?"

"Well, you're not supposed to have any-body over without one of your parents there,
right?"

"Hello!" Ryan said. "We've been breaking that rule for a long time. My mom has 



never even suspected."

"That still doesn't make it right."

"We'll never get caught, Raymie!"

"I'm not talking about getting caught. I'm talking about whether it's right."

"So, if she catches us, we'll tell her it was the first and only time."

Raymie had shaken his head and Ryan was frustrated. "So you'd make it worse by 
lying," Raymie said.

"Who cares?"

"I do!" Raymie said.



"Why all of a sudden?"

"I need to talk to you about that."

"Then come on over and we'll talk about it.

"Ryan, you just don't get it. I'm not going to your house anymore when your mom 
isn't there, OK? You
don't have to agree, but that's how it's going to be."

"You're right. I don't get it. What's got into you?"

 "Why don't you come to my house and I'll tell you? Didn't your mom say that if you
weren't home when
she got home, the only other place you were allowed to be was my house?"

Ryan agreed. A few minutes later they were talking in Raymie's garage. Both 
Raymie's parents
happened to be home. Raymie started right in.

"We started going to a new church, and we've been learning a lot of new things."

"Oh no, not this again! Are we gonna wind up prayin'?"

 "No," Raymie said. "This is different. Really. At our old church we believed in 
God and the Bible and
everything---"

"Don't I know it!"

"Yeah, but we were getting kind of bored, especially my mom."

"Your Mom? I thought she liked all that stuff:"

"She did, but she said something was miss-ing. Somebody invited her to this new 
church, and we started
going, and we learned a lot more."

"Like what?"

"You really want to know?"

"No, but something tells me you're going to tell me anyway, so let's get it over 
with."

Ryan had hoped that would insult Raymie just a little and they could get on to 
playing, but Raymie
plunged ahead. "At this new church, New Hope right here in town, they have this 
really nice old
pastor---"

"Wait, the church is called what?"

"New Hope Village Church."

"Weird name for a church."

 "Anyway, Pastor Billings is a really nice old guy, but he doesn't just read out of
the Bible end then talk



about stuff in general like the guy at our other church. Pastor Billings has 
everybody look up the verses



and follow along with him, and he tells us we should read the Bible every day at 
home, too."

"Every day? Yuck!"

"No, it's great. It's like we can check up on him and make sure we understand and 
agree and all that."

"But all that boring religious stuff!"

 "That's what I used to think too, Ryan. I liked the stories in Sunday school, but 
when I had to sit in the
service, I hated it. I thought I would hate it here, too, but I don't. Pastor 
Billings says there's more to
being a Christian than just going to church and trying to be good. You want to know
what he says?"

"No, but keep going. You're gonna be a preacher yourself someday!"

"He says we can know God."

"Oh, come on!"

"No! That's what he says. He showed us from the Bible that God loves everyone and 
wants them to
know him. That's the reason Jesus came to earth. He was actually God and---"

"Yeah, and he taught us how to live and everything, I know."

"No, it's more than that. He wants people to become true Christians by following 
him, not just doing
what he said but letting him live in our lives."

"Now you've lost me."

"I wish I could explain it like he does. You have to come with me sometime."

"I don't think so."

"Come on! If you told me something was great and important, I'd at least listen."

"Good for you. You think I'm going to follow Jesus or let him, what did you say, 
live in...?"

"Live in your life."

"Too strange."

"I'm just not explaining it right. My mom knows. Let's ask her."

"No! I've heard enough, OK? You know God now, is that it?"

"Well, yeah ..."

"And that makes you want to follow all the rules and do everything right. Why? So 
you can get to
heaven?"

"No! That's what I used to think. When I'd do something I knew was wrong---like 



break-ing your
mom's rules and everything---I felt bad because I thought that might be enough to 
send me to hell. I



thought if I did enough right things to make up for the wrong things, maybe I'd 
make it to heaven. But I
never knew for sure."

"Now I'm really not getting it."

"That's why you should talk to my mom. we've both received Christ and---"

"ReceivedChrist? You're not gonna be like those people that go around knocking on 
everybody's door,
are you?"

"Sometimes I'd like to, Ryan. I want every-body to know."

"So, if doing everything right is not how you get to heaven, why did you all of a 
sud-den become so
perfect?"

 "I didn't. I want to do right things because I know that's what God wants. But I'm
just doing that to
thank him for forgiving me and saving me and promising me heaven some-day. Know 
what I mean?"

"No!"

"And you don't want to talk to my mom?"

"No, thanks. What about your dad?"

"Well, we're praying for him."

"So he doesn't go for all this stuff?"

Raymie looked embarrassed. "Not really."

"Well, maybe somebody in this family still has a brain. What about your big 
sister?"

"We're praying for Chloe too."

"So I'm not the only person you know who thinks this is a lot of baloney."

"That's what you think?"

"Not really, Raymie. It just sounds weird, that's all. And I don't think you even 
under-stand it much."

Raymie shrugged. "That's true, but I under-stand enough."

"Are we done now?"

"I guess."

"Can we play with that model of your dad's plane?"

"I'll get it."

When Raymie left the garage and trotted up the stairs to his room, he left the door
that led into the house





open. Suddenly Ryan found himself listening in on a strange con-versation. Mr. and 
Mrs. Steele were
talking about something even weirder than Raymie had. "Can you imagine, Rafe?" she 
was say-ing,
"Jesus coming back to get us before we die?"

Ryan heard the rattle of a newspaper. Mr. Steele said, 'Yeah, boy, that would kill 
me."

Now Mrs. Steele sounded mad. "If I didn't know what would happen to me," she said, 
"I wouldn't be so
glib about it."

"Ido know what would happen to me," Mr. Steele said. "I'd be dead and gone. But 
you, of course,
would fly right up to heaven."

That seemed to shut her up. Ryan heard Mr. Steele rise. "Come on, Irene," he said. 
"Tell me thousands
of people wouldn't just keel over if they saw Jesus coming back for all the good 
people."

Now she was crying. "I've told you and told you. Saved people aren't good people, 
there're---"

"Just forgiven, yeah, I know."

 Ryan heard Raymie bounding back down the stairs, just as Mr. Steele was saying, 
"If it makes you feel
any better, I'm happy for you that you can be so sure."

Raymie's mother answered softly. "I only believe what the Bible says."

 These people were crazy, Ryan decided. He wanted to ask Raymie what his parents 
meant, talking
about Jesus coming back for people before they died. But he just wanted to play and
think about
something else.

 He thought that maybe someday hewould go along with Raymie to that new church and 
see what all the
excitement was about.

But he never did.

                                   _________________________

                                             PART TWO



                                               THE LULL

                                    _________________________

CHAPTER FIVE

The Eve of

Destruction

 THEevening before the event that would change the lives of Judd Thompson, Vicki 
Byrne, Lionel
Washington, and Ryan Daley, they didn't know each other. Oh, Judd Thompson had seen
Vicki Byrne at
New Hope Village Church on those few occasions when she was dragged there, all but 
kicking and
screaming, by her parents. But he couldn't have told you her name.

 He knew she went to his school, Prospect High. But she was trailer trash. They 
would not have been
seen together. He didn't know, any better than Lionel Washington did, that Lionel's
sister Clarice shared
a seat on the school bus with Vicki. Judd and Clarice didn't run in the same 
circles either.

 It didn't register with Judd, even when the pilot's name was announced on the 747 
flight to London, that
the captain also occa-sionally attended New Hope Village Church. Judd had seen 
Raymie Steele at
church. Raymie was part of the middle school youth group. But Judd didn't know 
Raymie's name. And
he certainly had no knowledge of Raymie's best friend, Ryan Daley.

In truth, the four kids were entwined in a web of connections they knew nothing 
about. Only the events
of that night, mainlythe event late in the evening, Chicago time, would push them 
together, a strange mix
of most different people and personalities.

----- + -----



Judd Thompson Jr. took a bigger gulp of the champagne than he should have and had 
to cover his
mouth to keep from spitting it out. Some of it came out through his nose, which 
burned as he coughed.
He looked around sheepishly and was relieved to notice that no one had paid any 
attention.Ick! He
would just pretend to sip from the glass until the beautiful flight attendant took 
it away.

 Judd had his eye on the two seats ahead of the men across the aisle from him. A 
rather large man had
squeezed his way past Judd to sit in the window seat next to him, and as roomy as 
first class seats were,
Judd decided he would rather sit alone if he had a choice. He had been told at the 
counter that he had
bought the last seat on the plane, but those two seats on the other side were still
empty. He hoped
whoever had reserved them had changed their mind or would miss takeoff for some 
reason.

 But just as the flight attendants were gath-ering up glasses and napkins and 
telling pas-sengers to stow
their tray tables, a stooped, old couple boarded and headed for those eats. The 
flight attendants had
helped the other first-class passengers store their belong-ings, but all were busy 
as the couple made their
way up the aisle.

 The young man sitting in the window seat across the aisle from Judd was shutting 
town his laptop
computer when he seemed to notice the old couple. He turned to the man on his 
right, the one who had
already loosened his tie and downed three small bottles of liquor. "Sir, that 
elderly gentle-man could use a
little help, I think."

"So?" the man on the aisle said. "What do look like, a stewardess?"

"Would you let me by, then, so I can help him?"

 The drinking man cursed and turned in his eat to let the younger man pass. Judd 
watched as the old man
took off his sport jacket and felt hat and reached for the over-head bin, which was
too high for him. The
younger man said, "May I help you with that, sir?"

"Why, thank you, son. You're very kind."

"Not a problem."

"What's your name?"

"Cameron Williams," he told the old man. "Call me Buck."

"Peterson," the old man said, extending his hand. "Call me Harold."

Judd was fascinated. Harold Peterson introduced his wife to Buck, and as they all 
sat down Mrs.
Peterson told Buck her hus-band was a retired businessman and asked what Buck did 



for a living.

"I'm a writer," Buck said. "WithGlobal Weekly. "

Wow, Judd thought.A big shot. And not that old.

 After takeoff, dinner, and a movie, Judd tried to relax. Most passengers put away 
their reading material
and curled up with blankets and pillows. Soon the interior lights went off, and 
when Judd headed toward



the tiny bathroom, he noticed only the occasional reading lamp here and there. By 
the time he was back
in his seat, the plane was a dark, quiet, humming chamber. He wished he could 
sleep, but he couldn't get
his mind off his family.

 When would they discover he was gone? How would they feel? What would they do? Was
it too late to
just catch a plane back home, apologize, and beg for merry? No, he was going to see
this through. He
was going to prove he could be independent.

 But boy, he thought, he was going to be tired. When that plane hit the ground in 
Lon-don, he was going
to have to find a place to stay. Nervous energy left him weak and drowsy, but there
was no way he
could keep his eyes shut. Too much to think about.

----- + -----

 For two years since her parents had become Christians in the most bizarre way at 
that trailer park
dance, Vicki Byrne had watched for them to fail. She was embarrassed by what they 
called
"witnessing"---telling other people about Christ. They said they were "sharing 
their faith" with the people
they cared about.

 That sounded so much like a cult, like the weirdos who tried to talk to people in 
air-ports, that Vicki
wanted nothing to do with it. Her little sister was so excited about Sunday school 
and church that Vicki
decided not to hassle Jeanni about it. Her older brother, Eddie, wrote and told her
he had begun going to
church up in Michigan.

 Vicki felt surrounded by idiots. She admit-ted to herself that she was impressed 
that her father had quit
drinking. He still smoked, but he was trying to quit. He always said he felt bad 
about that, but she never
saw him smoke at church, and he didn't even smoke in the trailer anymore. He often 
said, "Some-day
God is going to give me the strength to beat this thing."

 Vicki's mother pleaded with her, to the point of tears, to go to church with them 
once in a while. Vicki
finally gave in and asked if they would get off her back if she went to one service
a month. They agreed,
but she really had gone only three or four times in all. Every time her mother or 
father reminded her that
she was not upholding her end of the bargain, the arguing began. She would swear 
she had just been to
church with them the month before. They would show her on the calendar that she had
not. She would
yell and scream and walk out. They would plead and cry and pray for her.



 When she went to church, she hated it. Sometimes her mother looked at her to see 
if she had listened to
what the pastor had just said, and at other times her mother leaned over and 
whispered the pastor's last
sentence. "Get out of my face!" Vicki hissed at her. Again, her mother fought 
tears.

 Vicki didn't understand herself. Often she asked herself why she had to be so 
mean, so angry. It was
obvious that this ... this thing, whatever it was, was working. Her dad was a new 
man. He never missed
work, was always on time, got promoted, had more friends. He was always sober. He 
looked happier.
The only sore point in his life, besides his smok-ing, was Vicki. She could see him
getting more and more
frustrated with her, and she had to admit her goal was to make him explode in 
anger. Why? So she
wouldn't feel so bad about herself.



 She had always hated it when he had blown up at her in the past, but this new 
obsession with church and
God was worse. The one time she pushed her dad past his limit, rather than yell, he
broke down. "I think
the devil's got hold of your soul and he won't let go!" her father exclaimed.

 Vicki laughed in his face. "What?!"she said. "You really believe that, don't you? 
You think we're living in
the dark ages and maybe I'm a witch, is that it?"

"I didn't say that," her father said, moan-ing.

"Don't you see how crazy you all are? Please, just leave me out of this!"

"We don't want you to go to hell!" her mother pleaded.

 "At least I'll be with my friends," Vicki said. She had heard people say before 
that they wanted to spend
eternity where all their friends were. She thought it was a pretty sassy line. Her 
parents just cried all the
more. That didn't reach her. It made her sick. After a year or so they couldn't get
her to go to church at
all.

 The only control Vicki's parents had over her was grounding her. She was not 
allowed to go anywhere
or do anything if she stayed out too late. They didn't know where she was or what 
she was doing, but
they had an idea who she was with, and they didn't approve of her friends.

Vicki considered herself lucky that the last two times she had been out past her 
curfew, only twenty
minutes each time, she had been able to slip into the trailer and tiptoe past her 
sleeping parents' bedroom
undetected.

 On this evening, though, the same night Judd Thompson Jr. was making his escape 
from boredom on a
flight to London, Vicki Thompson was going out. Her parents would have a fit, she 
realized, if they knew
what she and her friends were up to. They had scored some pot and were smoking and 
riding around
with older kids who had cars.

 By the time her friends dropped her off at he entrance to the trailer park, far 
enough from her trailer so
the car wouldn't wake anybody, Vicki was already more than an hour late. Her mother
had told her she
would be waiting up for her in the little liv-ing room. Vicki felt wasted, and she 
didn't want the lecture, the
grounding, the tears, the prayers.

 As she came into view of the trailer, she noticed the only light on was a small 
reading lamp in the living
room. If her mother was dozing there, she would surely awaken if Vicki tried to 
sneak past. She knew
what she would do. She would slip in the back door. If her mother discovered her in
her bed, she would
swear she had come home on time and had even tried to wake her mother.



 Vicki crept around back, trying not to make noise in the gravel. She slowly opened
the little-used door
and did her best to keep it from creaking. She held her breath and pulled it softly
closed behind her. She
could see the light on in the living room. She undressed in the dark and slipped 
into the bedroom she
shared with Jeanni.

 As Vicki lay on her back in bed, she allowed herself to breathe again. But 
something was strange.
Maybe the pot had done something to her mind, or her hearing. Nor-mally she could 
hear her father
snoring from down the hall. And she could always hear Jeanni's deep breathing.

Now she heard nothing. Not a thing.



So much the better,she thought. She felt as tired as she'd ever been and was 
grateful for the peace and
quiet that allowed her to drift into a deep sleep.

----- + -----

Lionel Washington always looked forward to the times when Uncle andré would come to
Mount
Prospect and stay overnight. He might be in town for an Alcoholics Anonymous 
meeting or one of the
other half-dozen or so support groups he belonged to. Other times he might just be 
in the area "on
business," though Lionel's mother often asked him not to share what that business 
might be.

 The night Judd Thompson Jr. sat on the 747, unable to sleep, and Vicki Byrne crept
into her bed, unable
to stay awake, Lionel Washington grew bleary-eyed in his own home.

 Lionel's older sister, Clarice, had helped her mother put the younger kids to bed 
a few hours before.
Then she and Lionel and their mother and father sat in the family room as Uncle 
andré told story after
story, making them laugh and cry and laugh some more.

Clarice was the first to beg off. "I've got to get up early tomorrow," she said.

 Lionel's mother was next. 'We're expecting a story to be filed from our London 
office tomorrow. I can't
be late for work. Lionel, when andré finally runs out of steam, which I hope is 
real soon, you two can
sleep on the couch in the basement as usual."

"Thank you, Sis," andré said. "I won't keep your man up much longer."

 He was referring to Lionel's dad, who loved andré and his stories. There he sat in
his easy chair, trying
to listen, trying not to doze. He looked comfortable, a big old working man in a 
terry cloth robe three
sizes too big. He rubbed the corners of his eyes. "Should have taken these contacts
out hours ago," he
said.

"I'm gonna let you go to bed, bro-in-law," andré told him. "Lionel and me will head
downstairs."

"Good idea," Mr. Washington said. "I'll just sit here a few more minutes before 
going up to bed myself.
G'night, boys."

 Lionel found himself falling asleep next to his uncle in the basement even though 
andré was still telling
some story. Lionel was half listening for his father's footsteps above them, which 
would let Lionel know
he had gone off to bed.



 But he couldn't keep his eyes open any longer. He fell asleep listening to his 
uncle's whispering, whiny
laugh and only hoped andré wouldn't be insulted when he realized Lionel was asleep.

----- + -----



 Ryan Daley had very nearly been allowed to stay at his best friend's house that 
night. His mother had to
take the next morning off so she could pick up Ryan's dad at O'Hare Air-port. Ryan 
was to walk to
school with Raymie Steele just before his mother was to leave. Both boys thought it
might be a good idea
if he just stayed overnight with Raymie.

 But Mrs. Steele apologized for not being able to have a guest that night. Ryan's 
mother told him that
Mrs. Steele had said that her husband had a flight and that she preferred they do 
this some other night.
"In fact, she suggested this weekend and asked if it was all right if you went to 
church with them. I told
Mrs. Steele that that would be fine."

"Oh, Mom!"

 "It won't be so bad, honey. I went to church a few times when I was a kid, and it 
didn't hurt me any. Just
act nice, and they'll be nice to you."

 Ryan dreaded even the thought of that, and he wished he could have stayed at 
Raymie s that night. But
he would see Raymie in the morning, and they would have fun this weekend---even if 
he did have to go
to church.

With his dad away on business, Ryan knew his mother would stay up watching televi-
sion longer than
normal. He let her see him in bed and turn off his light, then waited until he was 
sure she was settled in
down-stairs. He shut his door all the way and stayed up reading and listening to 
music.

 Ryan was getting drowsy when he thought he heard something. He lifted one 
earphone, listening for his
mother. If she was coming up to bed, she would be able to see the light streaming 
under his door. He
rolled over and flicked off his light, but he heard no foot-steps on the stairs. 
What he heard was a siren,
maybe more than one.

 He tiptoed to the window and peered out. On the horizon he saw the pink glow of a 
fire in the distance.
Way to his left was another. Then he heard closer sirens. This was a crazy night 
for some reason. He
wanted to see if there was anything on the news, and he wondered if he could 
convince his mother the
sirens had woken him when he padded downstairs.

 Ryan carefully opened the door and went down the carpeted steps. He peeked into 
the television room,
where his mother's movie was ending. She was sound asleep. He waited until the 
credits had rolled and
the commer-cials came on, hoping there might be some news. But as soon as the last 
commercial played,
the national anthem came on, signal-ing the end of the broadcast day.



 He thought about changing the channel, but he knew that would awaken his mother. 
When the station
signed off the air, the static roused his mother, and Ryan hurried back upstairs 
before she noticed him.
He climbed under the covers in the dark and pretended to be asleep when she peeked 
in on him, as
usual.

 He was going to put his headphones back on and try to tune in some radio news. But
now he was really
tired. The sirens seemed farther away, so he just closed his eyes.



_________________________

PART THREE

THE MORNING AFTER

_________________________

CHAPTER SIX

Jude Returns

Home

 JUDDwas so keyed up, so excited, and yet so worried about what his parents were 
going to do when
they discovered he had disap-peared, he couldn't imagine having fallen asleep. Yet 
he had. He figured
out how to make the seat back recline, and he was soon staring at the dark ceiling,
his eyes beginning to
grow accustomed to the low light. He folded his arms across his chest and forced 
himself to breathe
more and more slowly. He had to relax, needed to get some rest if he was going to 
succeed in finding a
place to hide out in London.



 Hattie, the flight attendant, glided by every half hour or so, and Judd realized 
he was finally starting to
unwind when he quit look-ing forward to watching her. Eventually, the slow blinking
began, then he
turned sideways and curled up. Now he had to close his eyes or he would appear to 
stare at the large
man in the window seat next to him.

 The man had said not one word the entire flight, but Judd noticed he had bowed his
head before eating.
That Judd would never do, not even in private, unless he was with his family. That 
was another reason he
needed to be out on his own---so he wouldn't be embarrassed by all their reli-gious
rituals. His mother
hated when Judd referred to her faith as a religion. She had told him so many times
he had memorized it,
"Christianity is not a religion, it's a rela-tionship with God through Christ."

Yeah, OK,Judd thought.

 Judd had no idea how long he had been sleeping. In fact, he wasn't sure he had 
slept at all. And if he had
slept, was he really awake now? He was disoriented, in the same position he had 
curled into, how long
ago? He felt as if he had been sleeping and had not moved. But his eyes were open.

Something was different. A blanket! The flight attendant must have draped it over 
him. He looked at his
watch. Not quite eleven at night, four in the morning out over the Atlantic. He 
knew the plane had to be
nearly halfway between England and the States now.

The man next to him had a blanket too, but it was folded neatly in his lap. The air
flow above him was
directed on his face, and Judd imagined him sweating in his sleep. He was spread 
out over that seat,
hands at his sides, head back, mouth open. Judd was grateful the man was not 
snoring.

 With his chin on his shoulder, Judd was just inches from the big man. But that was
the way with
airplanes. Strangers had to sit close to each other. He looked across the aisle to 
where the drinker
seemed to have collapsed onto his tray table. Beyond him the magazine writer, the 
one who had intro-
duced himself to the old man, sat sleeping with his back straight, his head down, 
chin on his chest.

 Ahead of those two was the elderly couple, the Petersons. Judd couldn't see the 
woman. She was small
and hidden in her seat. Her husband had tucked a pillow behind him and slept with 
his head poking out
into the aisle. Judd was still barely awake when Hattie came by. She had to avoid 
the old man as she
slipped past. Judd mustered his courage and whispered, "Thanks for the blanket."

She flashed him a smile. "Oh, you're wel-come, hon," she said. "My partner, Tony, 
brought you that.
Need anything else?"



 He was too tongue-tied to say any more. He shook his head, turned back to face the
big man on his
right, and drifted off to sleep again.

Activity behind him nagged Judd to semi-consciousness. How long had he slept this 
time? It seemed
only a few minutes, but it could have been hours. He didn't want to rouse, didn't 
want to open his eyes.
He fought to stay asleep. Someone had said something. Another person was up and 
about. Someone
walked by quickly. Surely it wasn't dawn yet. Sunlight peeking through the window 
coverings surely
would have awakened him.

 For a minute Judd heard nothing and was grateful. He brought his watch up to his 
face and peeked ever
so slightly at it. He couldn't make it out. It seemed nearly the same time as the 
last time he checked. He
took a deep breath, then opened his eyes.



The man next to him must have gone to the bathroom. Why hadn't Judd felt him get 
by? Judd's long legs
were stretched under the seat in front of him. No way was that man agile enough to 
have climbed over
him with-out his knowing. He squinted and stared in the darkness, wondering if he 
was dreaming.

 The flight attended hurried past. No, she more than hurried. She was nearly 
sprinting up the aisle toward
the cockpit. This was no dream. Judd sat straight up andnoticed a few others doing 
the same. He craned
his neck and looked back toward the circular stairway that led to coach class. He 
heard too much
activity for the middle of the night. Someone shrieked and another called out, but 
he couldn't make it out.

 Just as Hattie reached the cockpit, Judd saw the door open and one of the pilots 
mosey out. Hattie
nearly bowled him over. Judd couldn't hear them, but it was clear she was upset, 
maybe scared. Did she
know something the pilot didn't? Was something wrong with the plane? Wouldn't that 
be a kick in the
teeth, Judd dying in a plane crash on his first night of freedom! His parents would
never understand.

 Hattie pulled the pilot out of the aisle and into the cooking compartments. Judd 
was desperate to know
what was going on. He heard a noise up there, as if she had fallen. He leaned into 
the aisle and saw her
on her knees, whimpering. The captain seemed to be trying to comfort her, and she 
held on to him as if
scared to death.

Judd suddenly felt very young and very afraid.

 Behind him more people were crying out. What was going on? What were they saying? 
The young man
and the drunk across the aisle were both sound asleep. Judd could no longer see the
old man. And the
two people in front of Judd must have slid down in their seats too.

 The pilot left Hattie in the galley area and stepped out into the aisle, as if 
studying the seats in first class.
Judd pulled off his blanket and tried to catch the captain's eye, to read something
on his face. But it was
too dark. And the pilot was distracted.

 From the seat ahead of him and to the left, he heard the voice of the old woman. 
"What in the world?"
she said. "Harold?"

 Was something wrong with the old man? Judd couldn't resist standing to look. 
Every-one else in first
class seemed to be sleeping. He unfastened his seat belt and rose to look at the 
old couple. The woman
sat there with her husband's sweater and dress pants in her hands!

Judd shook his head, trying to clear his mind. What was she doing with her hus-
band's clothes? And



where was he? Obvi-ously, that's what she was wondering too.

The pilot hurried past before Judd could think how to phrase a question. All he 
wanted to know was
what was going on, but the pilot and certainly the flight attendant didn't seem to 
know either. When the
pilot reached the stairs, Mrs. Peterson stood and called out to him. "Sir, my 
husband---"

Judd saw the pilot put a finger to his lips and whisper, "I know. We'll find him. 
I'll be right back."

And now here came Hattie. Judd said, "Ma'am?" but she didn't answer.

She grabbed the pilot by the shoulders from behind. "Should I turn on the cabin 
lights?" she asked.

"No," the pilot whispered. "The less people know right now, the better."



 What did that mean? Judd watched the two hurry down the stairs. He turned back to 
see the old woman
talking to the writer behind her. He was dragging his fingers through his long 
blond hair.

"Trouble, ma'am?" Buck said.

"It's my Harold," she said.

"Does he need something?" Buck asked, stretching.

"He's gone!"

"I'm sorry?"

"He's disappeared!"

"Well," Buck said, "I'm sure he slipped off to the washroom while you were 
sleeping."

"Would you mind checking for me? And take a blanket."

"Ma'am?"

"I'm afraid he's gone off naked. He's a religious person, and he'll be terribly 
embar-rassed."

 Judd still stood, as if glued to the floor in front of his seat. He watched Buck 
Williams climb over the
sleeping drunk in the aisle seat and move up to take a blanket from the old woman. 
Buck crouched and
studied the clothes Mr. Peterson had left in his seat. "Does your husband have 
epilepsy?"

"No."

"Sleepwalking?"

"No."

"I'll be right back."

 Judd didn't want to look down into the seats in front of him, and he certainly 
didn't want to look to his
right where the big man had been. But he forced himself to. Over the backs of the 
seats ahead of him he
saw blan-kets, pillows, and full sets of clothes. Glasses, jewelry, even a man's 
wig lay on his seat.

 His heart racing, Judd looked next to him. That neatly folded blanket now lay atop
flat trousers that led
to empty socks and shoes. On the back of the seat lay the limp, still--buttoned 
white shirt, the
still-knotted tie, and little bits of metal. Judd's knees were weak. Other 
passengers woke up and discov-
ered their seatmates missing, their clothes left behind.

 Judd leaned close to the big man's pile of clothes and turned on the overhead 
light. He could still smell



the man's cologne. And those tiny bits of metal were dental fillings!

 Buck Williams moved past Judd's seat. "Excuse me," he said to another passenger. 
"I'm looking for
someone."



"Who isn't?" a woman said.

 The pilot rushed back toward the cockpit, followed by his flight attendant. She 
told Buck, "Sir, I need to
ask you to return to your seat and fasten your belt." Hattie turned and gave Judd a
look as if she
expected the same from him. He sat quickly and refused to look at the clothes his 
seatmate had left
behind.

Buck tried to explain. "I'm looking for---"

"Everybody is looking for someone," Hat-tie said. "We hope to have some information
for you in a few
minutes. Now, please."

 When Hattie passed him, Judd quickly left his seat and ran to the stairway. 
Halfway down he saw the
cabin lights finally come on. All over the plane people held up clothes and gasped 
or shrieked that
someone was missing. Judd walked stiff-legged back to his seat and heard Buck tell 
Mrs. Peterson,
"Apparently many people are missing." She looked afraid and puzzled.

 Judd was afraid too, but he wasn't puzzled. As the pilot came over the intercom, 
plead-ing for people to
remain calm, the full realization of what had happened hit Judd. He didn't know how
many other people
on the plane had any idea, but he sure did. Christ had come as he promised and 
raptured his church.
Judd lowered his face into his hands and shuddered. It was the worst nightmare 
imaginable, and he was
wide awake. He, and most of the passengers on that plane, had been left behind.

 Judd raised his head when Hattie approached again. Her face was red and puffy, and
she breathed fast,
seeming to fight for control. .She stopped in the aisle, right next to him, and put
her hand on his seat back
to steady herself. Draped over her arm was a sweater-vest with a shirt and tie 
still in it. The nameplate
dangling in front of Judd read "Tony."

The pilot's voice came over the intercom and announced that cards would be passed 
out to determine
who and how many were missing. Hattie roused the sleeping drunk on the aisle and 
asked if any in his
party were missing. He drooled, his eyes heavy. "Miss-ing? No. And there's nobody 
in this party but
me." He closed his eyes again, and Judd knew he had no idea what had happened.

 Later, when the captain announced they were turning around and heading back to 
Chicago, Judd led the
cheering. Home had never sounded so good. His plan---his crazy, stupid, selfish 
plan---was out the
window now. He would pay his dad back for the money he had already taken with the 
card, and if it
wasn't too late, he would get right with God. It seemed strange to even think that 
way, and he suddenly
realized that if he was right about what had happened, he would be going home to an



empty house.

 Judd dropped his head again and felt the tears come. From across the aisle he 
heard Buck say to the
sleeping drunk, "I'm sorry, friend, but you're going to want to be awake for this."

The drunk said, "If we're not crashin', don't bother me."

 In spite of their terror, passengers seemed to settle down for the long flight 
back to Chi-cago. Judd
refused all offers of food and bev-erage, unable to think of anything but what he 
might find at home.

 As the heavy plane retraced its route across the Atlantic, it retreated from the 
rising sun. The pilot
announced that they were going all the way back to Chicago because most other 
airports were jammed
and closed. He also said to expect chaos on the ground because these disappearances
had happened
everywhere around the world at the same time.



 Judd saw Hattie and Buck talking. She told him that even more bizarre than the 
vanish-ings was the fact
that every single little child on the plane had disappeared. Many adults and some 
teenagers, butall the
babies. That awakened the sleeping man on the aisle. "What in blazes are you two 
talking about?" he
said.

"We're about to land in Chicago," Hattie said. "I've got to run."

"Chicago?" the man demanded.

"You don't want to know," Buck said.

 Judd looked out the window as the plane cut through the clouds and offered a view 
of the Chicago area.
Smoke. Fire. Cars off the road and smashed into each other and trees and 
guardrails. Planes in pieces on
the ground. Emergency vehicles, lights flashing, picking their way around the 
debris.

 As the airport came into view, it was obvi-ous no one was going anywhere soon. 
There were planes as
far as the eye could see, some crashed, some burning, the others gridlocked in 
line. People trudged
through the grass toward the terminals. Cranes and wreckers tried to clear a path 
through the front of the
terminal so traffic could move, but that would take hours, if not days.

 The pilot announced that he would have to land the plane two miles from the termi-
nal and that
passengers would have to slide down inflatable emergency chutes to get to the 
ground. All Judd cared
about was getting on the ground. He would run all the way to the terminal, where he
could call home. He
would ask someone how he could get home, and he was willing to pay any amount. He 
had that credit
card and wads of cash in his pocket.

 Half an hour later, when Judd came huff-ing and puffing past the crowds and into 
big-ger crowds in the
terminal, he saw lines a hundred long waiting for the phones. On TVs throughout the
terminal he watched
news stories from around the world of peo-ple disappearing right out of their 
clothes in front of the
camera. A nurse vanished as a woman was about to give birth, and the baby 
disappeared before it was
born. A groom dis-appeared as he was putting his bride's ring on her finger. 
Pallbearers at a funeral disap
-peared while carrying a casket, which fell and popped open, revealing that the 
corpse had vanished too.

 Judd raced outside and through the jammed cars, following lines of people to cabs 
and limousines. He
sprinted to the front and stuffed a huge roll of bills into the driver's hand. Judd
told him his address, and
the man pulled away.

It took two hours to pick their way through the results of crashes and fires. The 



limo driver said, "Some
people disappeared with stuff cooking on the stove, and there was no one there to 
turn it off. That's why
you see so many homes burned or burning."

 When they finally reached Judd's street in Mount Prospect, the driver stopped and 
said, "There you go,
son. Sure hope you find what you're expecting."

"I hope I don't," Judd said.



_________________________

CHAPTER SEVEN

Vicki's Sad

Awakening

 DAWNcame way too soon for Vicki Byrne. The morning sun poured through the slatted 
window at the
back of the house trailer where she shared a tiny bedroom with her little sister.

 Vicki lay on her stomach and felt as if she hadn't moved since shortly after she 
had col-lapsed into bed.
The buzz from the mari-juana was long gone, but she still tasted the stale tobacco 
from the cigarettes and
was hung over from several too many beers. She wondered how soon her mother would 
come to get her
up. Vicki had purposely not set her alarm. Her mother usually roused her just 
before she left for work
and just in time for Vicki to dress, eat, and make the school bus.

 That usually happened shortly after Vicki smelled breakfast, or at least coffee 
coming from the kitchen
situated just this side of the living room. This morning she smelled something 
metallic, but not food. She
heard nothing. Was it still too early? Usually after a night like she'd had, her 
mother would have to shake
her to wake her.

 She felt as if she could sleep a few more hours. What time was it, anyway? Vicki 
lifted the covers and
rolled to her back. Jeanni was already up. Why couldn't she hear her? Vicki sat up 
and stretched,
rubbing her eyes. Strange. Jeanni's school clothes were still set neatly on her 
chair.She must be in the
bath-room,Vicki decided. She lay back down and waited for her mother.

 Half an hour later, Vicki awoke quickly and looked at the clock for the first 
time. What was this? Had
her parents given upon her altogether? They both had to be gone to work by now. Had
Jeanni gone off
to school in her play clothes?

 Vicki dragged herself out of bed. She didn't know what it felt like to be an old 
woman, but it couldn't be
much different from this. She was stiff, and her whole body ached. She padded down 
the hall to the
bathroom, real-izing she was the only one in the trailer. On her way back to the 
bedroom she suddenly
stopped. Something was wrong. She backed up two steps and looked out the window to 



the asphalt
apron.

Vicki squinted and shook her head. What in the world? Her dad's pickup and her 
mom's little rattletrap



of a car were still there! Occasionally one of them would drive the other to work 
if one of the vehicles
wasn't running. And once in a while one of them might get a ride to work with 
someone else. But both of
them? On the same day? Vicki stood staring out the window, trying to make it 
compute.

 Finally, she was convinced, she had figured it out. She hadn't heard anything 
because she had slept too
deeply. Her sister probably dressed for a field trip. And for some reason, 
something was wrong with
both cars on the same day. No big deal. Her mother had not tried to awaken her 
because she was mad
at her. Mom had probably fallen asleep in the living room waiting for her to get 
home, knew Vicki was
late but somehow missed her sneaking in. Just for that, Mom wouldn't get her up in 
time for school.

So what?Vicki thought.l can blame it on Mom for not getting me up, and I can get 
more sleep.

 Then she smelled it. Something acrid. Something burning. And it wasin the trailer!
She hurried into the
kitchen, where the tea-pot was smoking on the stove. The ceramic paint was black, 
the pot misshapen
and clearly dry. Vicki's mother often liked tea late at night, but it wasn't like 
her to leave the pot on the
stove until the water had evaporated away.

 Vicki grabbed a pot holder before reaching for the handle, which had nearly 
melted. Even through the
thick cloth the pot was searing hot. She dropped it in the sink, where it hissed in
the water. What was
water doing in the sink? Her mother never let dishes soak. She drew water only when
she was ready to
do all the dishes, and she always did them all and emptied the sink.

Vicki turned off the burner and looked around. Her mother had not even gotten out 
her teacup yet. She
had never known Mom to forget water she had put on to boil, and cer-tainly not 
overnight. What was
going on?

Something out the window caught Vicki's eye. It was one of her friends, an older 
girl, wandering
between trailers. Vicki swung open the door. "Shelly! Shelly, what's up?"

 But Shelly didn't even turn. She just kept walking, as if in a trance. Still in 
her pajamas, Vicki stepped
outside and yelled at her friend. Still she didn't turn. Vicki darted back in and 
threw on a top, shorts, and
slip-on shoes. She trotted down the road until she was right behind Shelly. "Hey, 
girl!" she said. "What's
the matter with you?"

Shelly turned and faced her, pale and trem-bling. "Shel, what happened? Are you all
right?"

"Haven't you heard?" Shelly said, looking at Vicki as if she were a stranger.



"Heard what? What's going on?"

 "People are missing," she said. "Disap-peared. Vanished. Right out of their 
clothes. Watch the news. It's
all over the world. Three trailers here burned to the ground. Lots of people lost 
family. Mrs. Johnson
vanished late last night drivin her husband home from the bus stop. He couldn't 
grab the wheel in time,
and the car hit a tree. He's hurt real bad."

"Shelly, are you high? drunk? walking in your sleep? What?"

 Shelly turned and walked away. Vicki called after her, but Shelly didn't respond. 
Vicki looked down the
road to the cluster of trailers at the end of her area. People milled about, 
talking. Were all these people
off work? She stepped off the road as a fire truck left the area. Could Shelly be 
right?



Vicki hurried back to her trailer and stood on the top step to survey the area. She
saw two trailers that
were now just charred remains, one with smoke still rising. People held each other,
crying. She didn't
want to go back inside, afraid of what she might find. But she had to.

 She pulled the door closed behind her as she stepped back into the living room. 
Where was the remote?
Her mother didn't like late-night TV. She would have stayed up reading. For the 
first time, Vicki looked
at the chair where her mother would have been waiting for her the night before. Her
mother's slippers
were on the floor in front of the chair. Curlers and hairpins were strewn about, as
if they had been
dropped. Her mother's flannel nightie and thin robe were draped over the chair. Her
Bible appeared to
have fallen, hit the chair, and flipped over, landing page-side down on the floor, 
forming a little black tent.

 What was that in the middle of the chair, atop her nightclothes? Vicki slowly 
moved closer. It was her
mother's dental plate, the metal bridge with a porcelain tooth she was so self-
conscious about. She never
took it out in front of anybody, thinking it made her look old to have bridgework 
in her mouth from a
childhood bike accident.

 Vicki could barely breathe. Hands shaking, her whole body shuddered as she turned 
on the television.
"... these grisly scenes from around the world," the announcer was saying, 
"evidence of the mass
disappearances that occurred in every country at approximately midnight, Eastern 
Standard Time ...."

 She was light-headed, and her stomach churned. This had to be a dream. She felt 
her way to a chair,
unable to take her eyes from the screen. She pinched her arm and winced. No dream. 
"Here again," the
newsman said, "is one of the strangest images we have received from this phenomenon
no one can
explain. This video was shot by the uncle of a soccer player at a missionary 
boarding school in Indonesia.
Watch as the players race down the field. In slow motion now, watch as all but one 
player disappears.
Their uniforms float to the ground as the ball bounds away and the sole remaining 
player stops and stares
in horror. Watch as the cameraman keeps the video rolling and turns from side to 
side, showing he is one
of few adults remaining, the rest having also disappeared right out of their 
clothes."

 Vicki heard a throaty moan and realized it was her own. As the TV droned on and 
bizarre images came
from everywhere, she made her way to her parents' bedroom. Her father's leather 
necklace, the one that
so embarrassed her, lay on his pillow. The neck-lace had the initials W. W. J. D. 
carved into it, which her
father proudly told her reminded him that in every situation he was to ask himself,
"What Would Jesus



Do?"

 An empty drinking glass lay on the bed in a drying circle of water. Dad liked a 
glass of ice water in bed
almost every night. Vicki forced herself to squeeze between the foot of the bed and
the wall and moved
to her dad's side of the bed. She pulled the covers back to reveal his T-shirt and 
boxers, the only things
he ever wore to bed.

 Where were her mom and dad? Wherecould they be? What had happened to every-one? 
What would
she do? Had Jeanni discov-ered them missing? And if she had, why hadn't she 
awakened Vicki?Oh, no!
she thought.Not Jeanni too!

 Vicki scrambled over her parents' bed and headed down the hall to her and Jeanni's
room. A sob rose
in her throat, and she felt dizzy. She whipped the covers off Jeanni s bed and saw 
Jeanni s goofy little
kangaroo pajamas.

What was she going to do? Where could she go? She had been so awful to her parents,
and now they
were gone. Vanished. Would they be back?Why them and not me?



 And suddenly it hit her. Was it possible? Could it be? Had they been right? Had 
she been as stubborn
and stupid as a person could be? Had she seen the dramatic changes in their lives 
and still not believed
any of the God stuff? Had they gone to heaven and left her behind? Vicki moved to 
the phone and speed
dialed her brother in Michigan. "I'm sorry," she heard, "all circuits are busy now.
Please your call again
later."

Vicki pulled up a chair and hit the redial button a hundred times in a row, crying 
but trying to keep from
becoming hysterical. How close had she come to being burned up in a fire just like 
the one that had cost
her neighbors their trailers? The TV showed pic-ture after picture of huge chain-
reaction car crashes,
plane crashes, ships running aground. There were reports of suicides, including the
only soccer player
who had been left on that field in Indonesia. Others had been killed in accidents 
caused by drivers-
disappearing.

 Finally, Vicki's call got through. She nearly lost control when her brother's 
phone rang four times and the
answering machine picked up. She waited through the message and then pleaded with 
him, in tears, to
answer. "Eddie, are you there? It's Vicki! Please pick up if you're there! Please 
be there! Eddie, please!"

Someone came on the line. "Vicki?"

"Eddie?!"

"No, this is Bub." Vicki knew the name but had never met Eddies roommate.

"Is Eddie there?"

"Uh, no. No, he's not."

"Have you seen what's going on, Bub?"

"Who hasn't, kid?"

"Then you know what I want to know."

"Are you sure, Vicki? I could just as easily tell you I have no idea where he is, 
just that he's not here."

 Vicki sobbed. "But that isn't true, is it? You found his clothes or something, 
didn't you? He disappeared
along with all those other people, didn't he?"

"You'd better let me talk to your mom or dad."

"Bub! They're not here! They're gone, right out of their clothes. My little sister 
too! Now tell me about
Eddie! "

 "OK, listen, honey, I didn't see this myself, all right? This is all secondhand, 



but Eddie was working
second shift last night, three in the afternoon to eleven. I was off and we were 
going to meet at an
all-night diner at midnight. I waited for him for about twenty minutes, and I never
knew him to be late for
a meal. I called the plant, and they said he had left there at about eleven-
thirty."

"Wait," Vicki said, "what time is it there now?"

"We're on Eastern Time, sweetie. An hour head of you."



"Oh. And please quit calling me little girl names. I'm fourteen!"

"Sorry, Vicki. The picture Eddie showed me must have been when you were little."

"He showed you a picture of me?"

 "He bragged on you all the time. So, any-way, a guy comes in the diner who knows 
us, and he asks me
am I waiting for Eddie. I say yeah, and he says Eddie was in a wreck a cou-ple 
miles up the road. I ask
him is Eddie all right, and he says they couldn't find him. All his clothes and 
stuff were in the car, but he
was gone."

Vicki was crying.

 "The guy tells the diner guy to get the TV on, that people have disappeared all 
over the world. The
waitress runs to a booth in the back and screams. She says, 'I thought those guys 
had sneaked out on
their bill! Their suits are all still here!' She about fainted. anyway, we all 
watched TV for a while, then I
came home. You know where all these people are, don't you?"

"I think Ido , Bub. Do you?"

 "Eddie talked about it all the time. He told me about your mom and dad getting 
religion----'saved' he
called it. He starts going to church, and he gets saved. Dragged me along a couple 
of times, but it wasn't
my thing, you know. You think that could be it? There all in heaven?"

"I don't know what else to think," Vicki managed. "What else could it be?"

"You gonna be all right?"

"I don't know what I'm going to do."

 "You want me to come down there and look after you? Far as I know I didn't lose 
any family but maybe
a couple of other friends."

 "Don't worry about me, Bub. I usually ride the school bus with a black girl who 
knows all about this
stuff. I'm going to try to find her. I hope she's still around."

"Good luck," Bub said. "This is really wacky, you know?"

 That seemed to Vicki a pretty mild thing to say about the craziest thing that ever
could have happened in
history. She hung up and turned all the way around. From where she stood she could 
see her mother's
bedclothes in the chair, her father's T-shirt in the bed, and the door to her and 
Jeanni's bedroom down
the hall.

 Vicki didn't know what to think. Part of her was glad her family was right. She 
wouldn't wish her own
feelings on anyone, especially on people she loved. Loved. Yes, she realized, she 



loved them. Each of
them. All of them. She only hoped theywere in heaven. It wasn't like they were 
dead.

 But they might as well have been. She had become an orphan overnight. And all of a
sudden all those
so-called friends of hers, the waste-oids who hid from their feel-ings and their 
problems behind a buzz of
booze and pot, didn't interest her in the least. The girl she wanted to find was 
the one she often sat with



on the bus, the one who had tried to explain to her what had happened to Vicki's 
parents when they "got
saved."

Vicki looked in the phone book under Washington. There were dozens of them, and she
didn't know
Clarice's father's name. She dialed every Washington whose name began with anA or 
aB and about half
of them whose names began with aC , but none knew Clarice Washington. Then she 
remembered that
Clarice had said her mother worked atGlobal Weekly magazine.

 Vicki looked up that number and dialed. She was told that Mrs. Washington was not 
in yet and that no,
they could not give out her home number. "Is it an emergency, young lady?"

"It sort of is," Vicki said. "I'm a friend of her daughter Clarice, and I need to 
talk to her."

 The woman at the magazine told Vicki she would call the Washington home and pass 
on her message.
"I'm sure she'll call you," the woman said.

_________________________

CHAPTER EIGHT

Lionel And

Uncle andré

 THEREwas no clock in the basement of the Washington home where Lionel and his un-
cle slept
soundly. Lionel never had to worry about getting up on time. His father made some 
racket before he
pulled out at six every morning. Then Lionel's mother made sure everybody was up 
and in the process of
get-ting ready for school by the time she left at seven. "I don't know what you 
kids are going to do when
you're out on your own," she of-ten said. "I'm creating monsters who don't move 
till they're told."

It seemed too bright, too late when Lionel awoke. He had always been a slow riser, 
in a cloud until he
got up and moved around, went to the bathroom, got breakfast. This morning he 
didn't feel like moving.
He merely opened his eyes, squinted at the sun rays that had somehow found their 
way through the tiny



basement windows, and watched the dust dance in the columns of light.



Lionel was on his back, staring at the floor-boards, wiring, and ductwork in the 
base-ment ceiling. This
was a scary place in the dark of night. He never slept here alone.

 Lionel had a vague recollection of andré slipping out of bed, sometime after mid-
night, he guessed. andré
sometimes sneaked out of the house for a smoke. Because andré always slept so 
soundly after that,
Lionel's father once wondered aloud if andré was smoking something stronger than 
tobacco. And when
andré spent more time than nec-essary in the tiny bathroom in the basement, even 
Lionel wondered if he
was taking drugs.

 When andré came back from whatever he was doing, he would collapse onto the sofa 
bed with Lionel
and wouldn't seem to move a muscle for hours. It was not uncommon for Uncle andré 
to still be sleeping,
in the same position, even after Lionel's mother had come down to roust Lionel out 
of bed. They might
argue or crab at each other---usually just in fun---and they were never quiet. But 
Uncle Andr6 would
remain dead to the world.

 Once, Lionel's mother had made the mistake of trying to rouse andré too. He was so
out of it and so
angry that she just apolo-gized and never tried again. He got up when he got up, 
and that was often very
late in the morning. This morning Lionel couldn't even hear andré breathing. He 
turned to make sure his
uncle was alive.

 There he lay, on his stomach, his face turned away from Lionel. The slow, rhythmic
heaving of his back
told Lionel that andré was fine. But he sure was quiet.

 Lionel heard the phone ring upstairs. His mother or Clarice would answer it. They 
always did. Lionel's
father often urged his wife to let the answering machine screen calls when they 
were trying to get ready
for work and school or when they were having a meal or sleeping. But Lucinda 
Washington made it clear
to the family that she hated answering machines. Theirs was off as long as anyone 
was in the house. The
last one out could turn it on "so it can serve the purpose it was designed for," 
she would say. "Not so we
can screen calls or get lazy. It's for catching calls when we're away, period."

This morning the phone kept ringing, and Lionel heard no footsteps upstairs. Maybe 
it was earlier than
he thought. He sat up, feel-ing that fogginess and heaviness that made him move so 
slowly every morning.
No one was answering the phone. What time was it, anyway?

 Lionel groaned and whipped off the blan-kets. Uncle andré did not stir. Lionel 
felt the chill of the
basement as he moved stiff-legged toward the stairs. Passing a window, he noticed 
his father's pickup
truck in the driveway, blocking the garage door where his mother's car was 



parked.It is early, Lionel
decided.Who'd be calling at this time of the morning?

Lionel was in his underwear, and his mother didn't want him "parading around that 
way, now that you're
a teenager," but he thought she might forgive him if he answered the phone for her.
But why wasn't she or
Dad answering it? They had an exten-sion phone on their bed table.

 The phone rang and rang, but Lionel was in no hurry. The phone was never for him 
anyway. He would
answer it only because it woke him and there was nothing else to do. Anyway, he was
curious.

 The kitchen was at the top of the stairs. The lights were off. No one was up. He 
reached for the phone.
It was Verna Zee from his mother's office. "Hi, hon, "she said. "Lionel, isn't it?"

"Yes, ma'am."



"Is she there?"

"Who?"

"Your mother, of course."

"Um, I think so. She's not up yet."

"Not up? She's usually the first one here."

Lionel glanced at the wall clock, stunned. It a was late morning. "Uh, I'm pretty 
sure her car's still here.
You want me to wake her?"

"No. I work for her, not the other way around. The only reason I let the phone ring
for so long is that I
know someone's always there if the machine doesn't pick up."

"Um-hm." Lionel wished he were still in bed.

"It's just that on a big news day like this, I'd expect her before now."

"Um-hm." Lionel had no idea what Verna was talking about, and neither did he care. 
Big news for adults
was rarely big news for him. "You want me to tell her you called?"

"Please. Oh, and I also have a message for your sister."

"Which one?"

"Clarice. Her friend Vicki called and wants Clarice to call her. You know her?"

"No, but I've heard 'Reece talk about her."

"Well, she sounds real anxious to talk to Clarice." Verna gave him the number, and 
Lionel promised to
pass along the message.

Lionel didn't want to know why everyone was sleeping in. He just wanted to enjoy 
it. He could head
back downstairs and catch some more sleep. If the phone didn't wake anyone, why 
shouldn't he? He
glanced at the calendar. It was no holiday. Nothing was planned but work and 
school. He had started
back downstairs when he stopped and turned around.

 Wait,he thought.l could be a hero. I could be the one who keeps everybody from 
being even more
late.

 Lionel went from the kitchen through the dining room toward the stairs that led to
the upstairs bedrooms.
He opened the door when he noticed something in his peripheral vision. On his dad's
easy chair lay the
over-sized terry cloth robe. Lionel stopped and turned, staring at it. He had never
known his father to
take his robe off outside the bed-room. Though he slept in pajamas, he con-sidered 
it impolite to "walk
around in public in them," he always said, referring to his own family as the 



public.

Maybe he had been warm. andré and Lionel had gone to the basement while Dad was 
still sitting there,
nearly dozing. Maybe he shed his robe while half asleep, not think-ing. But that 
wasn't like him. He had



always taken great pride in "not being one of those husbands whose wife always has 
to trail him, picking
up after him."

 Lionel moved into the living room, where he noticed his father's slippers on the 
floor in front of the chair.
The robe lay there neatly, arms draped on the sides of the chair almost as if Dad's
elbows still rested
there. When Lionel saw the pajama legs extending from the bottom of the robe and 
hanging just above
the slippers, it was obvious his father had disappeared right out of his pajamas 
and robe.

 Though Lionel was always unhurried and deliberate in the logy mornings, now it was
as if life itself had
switched to slow motion. He was not aware of his body as he carefully advanced, 
holding his breath and
feeling only the pounding of his heart. The harsh sunlight shone on the robe and 
picked up sparkling glints
of something where Dad's lap should have been.

 Lionel knelt and stared at his father's tiny contact lenses, his wristwatch, his 
wedding ring, dental fillings,
his dark brown hearing aid, the one he was so proud of because he had saved until 
he could afford one
that would truly blend with his skin color.

 Lionel's hands shook as he forced himself to exhale before he exploded. He felt 
his lips quiver and was
aware of screams he could not let out. He crept forward on his knees and opened the
robe to find Dad's
pajamas still buttoned all the way up. Lionel recoiled and sat back, his feet under
him. Suddenly it hit him.
He lowered his face to between his knees and sobbed. If this was what he feared it 
was, he knew what
was upstairs. Empty beds. Nightclothes.

 But would everyone be gone? He didn't want to horrify himself. He didn't want to 
see everything that
had been left behind, just as he was. He just wanted to know whether he was alone. 
Lionel ran to the
stairs and bounded up two at a time. Little Luci's bed was empty. So was Ronnie's.

Lionel was out of breath. He didn't want to panic, but he couldn't control his 
emotions. It was too
perfect that in Clarice's tiny room, her open Bible lay on her pillow. He imag-ined
her there, as he had
noticed so many times, lying on her stomach, reading.

 The master bedroom was more than he could bear. His parents' bed was still made, 
his mother's
bedclothes draped on one side where it was clear she had been kneeling in prayer. 
How Lionel wished
he had been taken to heaven with his family and that he had been found reading his 
Bible or praying when
Jesus came.

Only for the briefest instant did Lionel wonder if he were dreaming. He knew 
better. This was real. This



was the truth. All doubt and question had disappeared. His family had been raptured
as his church, his
pastor, and his parents had taught. And he had been left behind.

 He had wanted to believe his Uncle andré when he said that living a good life was 
one thing but that all
this about pie-in-the-sky by-and-by and heaven and the Rapture was just so much 
mumbo jumbo. Lionel
realized that he believed even more than andré did, but since he had never done 
anything about it, he had
missed out.

 Uncle andré! He was still in the basement, and for all Lionel knew, was still 
sound asleep. Tears
streaming down his face, Lionel hurried back down, forcing himself not to look at 
his dad's empty clothes
on the chair on his way to the kitchen and the basement stairs. On the table he 
noticed the message he
had just written to Clarice from her friend Vicki. He grabbed it and bounded down 
the steps.

Lionel yanked on jeans and a shirt and was lacing up his sneakers as he called out 
to andré. "You'd



better get up, man," he whined, feeling the sobs in his throat. "We're in big 
trouble."

 But andré didn't stir. Lionel sat on the edge of the couch and stared at his 
uncon-scious uncle. How he
would like to blame andré, anybody, for his own failure. But he couldn't. He knew 
everything his family
knew. He had simply not bought into it. The question now was, was it too late? Was 
there any hope for
someone who had been left behind?

He suddenly felt older and wiser than his uncle. And andré didn't seem all that 
cool and wise anymore.
Lionel knew something andré didn't, that they had both been wrong, dead wrong. What
was the use of
waking andré now? He would learn the truth soon enough. Let him sleep in ignorance,
Lionel decided.
This news would ruin the rest of his life.

 Lionel trudged back up to the kitchen and slumped into a chair near the phone. Was
anyone from his
church left behind besides him and andré? He called the church, and the answering 
machine picked up,
the pas-tor's voice announcing when Sunday's and Wednesday's services were 
scheduled. He
concluded, "And remember: Keep looking up, watching and waiting, for the time of 
the Lord draweth
nigh."

 Lionel stood to hang up the phone as the announcement continued about leaving a 
message after the
tone, but suddenly some-one picked up the phone. "Hello? Hello? Is anyone there?"

"Yes!" Lionel said. "Who's this?"

"This is Freddie."

"Freddie, this is Lionel. Who else is there?"

 Freddie was chairman of the trustee board, the committee that took care of the 
church and also
supervised the ushers. Freddie was often at the church, working or organizing the 
maintenance.

"Nobody, Lionel. Nobody else is here but me. Old Mr. Hazel's clothes are here, but 
he was the only
one in the building last night, playing night watchman when the trumpet sounded."

"When thewhat? "

 "Oh, I didn't hear it, Lionel. If I'da heard it, I'd be gone and so would you. But
you're calling just like
everybody else who's calling this morning. You missed it just like me, didn't you? 
And you're the only one
in your family left, aren't you?"

"I am. Well, except andré."

"Is he there?"



"He's still sleeping."

"Get him up and let me talk to him!"

 "No, I'm going to let him sleep, Freddie." Lionel didn't dare askhow a man so 
dedicated to the church
could have missed the Rapture.

"I'm coming over there then," Freddie said. "We, you and I, we both learned a hard 
les-son today, didn't



we, boy?"

"Yes, sir."

 "I'm going to talk some sense into that uncle of yours, and we're going to be 
ready for all the people who
come to this little lighthouse looking for answers."

 Everybody in Lionel's church referred to it as the little lighthouse at one time 
or another. "So nobody else
from the church got left behind but us three?" Lionel asked.

 "Oh, there'll be more," Freddie said. "So far all I've heard from are neighborhood
peo-ple. I'm praying
everybody else who knew the truth acted on it before it was too late, but I imagine
there'll be more of us
turning up."

"What do we do now, Freddie? Are we going to hell?"

"I don't know for sure, boy, but I aim to find out. And for starters I'm coming to 
talk to that uncle of
yours."

 It would be at least an hour before Freddie could get to Mount Prospect, Lionel 
knew. He wanted to
turn on the TV and see what the news said about the disappearances. It must have 
caused all sorts of
chaos. But first he dialed the number Verna Zee had given him for Vicki Byrne.

 Lionel heard desperation in her voice. He identified himself and she immediately 
said, "Clarice is gone,
isn't she? Disappeared."

"Yes."

"And your parents and, what, a couple of younger kids?"

"All gone."

"Oh, God."

"That's what I think too. It was God."

"There's no doubt about that. What are you going to do, Lionel?"

"I don't know. My uncle's here, and a guys coming from church. I'll be all right. 
What are you going to
do?"

"I'm going to go to my parents' church. I called there, and a guy named Bruce 
Barnes is waiting for me.
He says there's still hope."

"Hope?"

"For us, for everybody left behind."

"Really?"



"That's what he said. He didn't want to talk about it on the phone. But I'm going 
there. It's not far from



your house."

"The white church?"

"I think it's brick."

"No, I mean the white people's church?"

"I guess. I'm going this afternoon. Why don't you come too?"

"I might."

Later, after Freddie arrived and roused andré, Lionel answered yet another call.

"Washingtons," he said.

"Cameron Williams ofGlobal Weeklycall-ing for Lucinda Washington."

"My mom's not here."

"Is she still at the office? I need a recom-mendation for where to stay near Wauke-
gan."

"She's nowhere," Lionel said. "I'm the only one left. Mama, Daddy, everybody else 
is gone.
Disappeared."

"Are you sure?"

"Their clothes are here, right where they were sitting. My daddy's contact lenses 
are still on top of his
bathrobe."

"Oh, man! I'm sorry, son."

"That's all right. I know where they are, and I can't even say I'm surprised."

"You know where they are?"

"If you know my mama, you know where she is too. She's in heaven."

The man sounded unconvinced. "Yeah, well, are you all right? Is there someone to 
look after you?"

"My uncle's here. And a guy from our church. Probably the only one who's still 
around."

"You're all right then?"

"I'm all right."

 From the basement Lionel heard first the laughter from his uncle, who accused 
Freddie of pulling a
practical joke on him. Freddie assured him it was no joke, and andré began to cry, 
then to scream. He
raced up the steps, pushing past Lionel. "Tell me it isn't true, Lionel!"

"It's true, Uncle andré."



 In the living room andré shrieked at the sight of his brother-in-laws pajamas, 
robe, and other material
items. Lionel poked his head in. "You don't want to go upstairs, andré."

 But andré ignored him and charged up there. Lionel heard loud sobbing, swearing, 
and doors opened
and slammed shut. andré barged back down.

"Where's your daddy keep his truck keys?" he demanded.

"Why? Your car is still---"

"My car is trash! Now where are they?"

andré's eyes were wild.

"On the hook next to the refrigerator, but---"

andré grabbed the keys, dropped them, scooped them up again, and hurried out. 
"Aren't you going to
get dressed?" Lionel called after him, apparently making andré remember he didn't 
even have his wallet.

andré ran back in, gathered up his pants and wallet and shoes, and bounded back out
in his underwear.
He roared away in the truck, and Lionel wondered if he would ever see him again.

Freddie asked if Lionel wanted to go back to the church with him. "No, sir. I'm 
going to stay here and
watch the news. Then I'm going to meet a friend of Clarice's."

"I'll check on you later," Freddie said, and Lionel thanked him.

 He made his way slowly into the living room and sat on the couch, watching the 
horrible news from
around the world. Sitting across from his father's empty bedclothes, Lionel had 
never felt so alone.

_________________________

CHAPTER NINE

Ryan

Left Alone



 RYANDaley awoke early that fateful morning. He had a fading recollection of noise 
in the middle of the
night. It had not been enough to wake him fully, but he remembered think-ing his 
dad had come home.
But then he re-membered that his dad was not expected until morning. His mother was
to pick up his dad
after Ryan headed toward the Steeles' to walk to school with Raymie.

 Ryan didn't hear his mother and assumed he had risen before her. He took his 
shower and dressed, then
finished his homework before heading down to breakfast. Surely she would be up by 
now.

 But she wasn't there. A note awaited Ryan. It read: "Honey, please stay here until
I call you. I'm going to
try to get to O'Hare. I'm not sure I'll get through because of everything that's 
been happening, so please
don't worry. And if the stuff on television bothers you, just turn it off. Dad and 
I'll be home as soon as I
can find him. I couldn't get an answer at the Steeles, so don't go there unless you
talk to Mrs. Steele or
Raymie first. And don't walk to school alone. There may not even be school today. 
They should say on
the news. I'll call you sometime this morning. Don't go anywhere until you hear 
from me, please. Love,
Mom."

Ryan had no idea what she was talking about, but that didn't keep him from 
worrying.

 He got himself some cereal and turned on the little TV his mom kept on the kitchen
counter. None of the
stations would come in, so he turned it off. When he finished eating, he decided he
would call Raymie.
The phones weren't working, but he noticed the message light blinking on the 
answering machine. He
pressed the button. His mother had called at four-thirty in the morning. So that 
was what he had heard.
She had left in the middle of the night. And this call came long after she had 
written the note and left.

 "Ryan," his mother's recorded voice said, "I'm stuck in some unbelievable traffic 
here, and I don't know
if I can get to O'Hare or back home. I'll just keep trying. When you get this 
message, call me on my car
phone. You know the number. I can't get through to O'Hare by phone either, and the 
first time I tried to
call you all the circuits were busy. So if it doesn't work, keep trying. And 
remember, don't worry. I'll find
Dad and we'll get home as soon as we can."

 His mother had sounded worried herself. How could he not worry? Ryan still 
couldn't bring in any TV
stations, so he turned on the radio and hooked up his video games. He was immersed 
in his favorite
game when he realized what was happening. It was like a scary science-fiction 
movie, the kind he had
not been allowed to watch until he turned twelve and which still scared him if he 
was honest with himself.



 Something had happened. Millions of peo-ple all over the world had disappeared at 
the same time. They
left everything behind but flesh and bone. Driverless cars, trucks, and buses had 
crashed, ships ran
aground, planes crashed. Wherever someone was in charge of something important and 
they
disappeared, something terrible went wrong.

 Ryan yanked his video game controller out of the TV and began searching for any 
good channel. Finally
every channel was suddenly crystal clear, and the newsmen even talked about that. 
They said that service
providers were finding that power, water, and communications were sometimes good, 
sometimes bad. "If
you must make a phone call, be sure it's an emergency and get off quickly to keep 
lines open as much as
possible."



 Now Ryan was scared. What if his dad had been on a plane where the pilot 
disappeared? This had
happened just before eleven, when he had first heard the sirens! The news reports 
told of fires throughout
the suburbs and the city of Chicago. In fact, there were fires all over the world 
where people had put
something on the stove, then disappeared and never came back to turn it off. Ryan 
imagined his mother
trying to drive through impossibly blocked neighborhoods. He saw a helicopter view 
of the expressways,
which were like huge parking lots. The only luck some people had was when they were
able to get off
the highways and try the side streets.

Ryan knew his mother had expected to be home by now and not leave him there alone 
to see this. He
was fascinated by the reports from around the world, and he sat wide--eyed, his 
mouth hanging open, as
video shots showed people disappearing and their clothes floating to the ground.

 A tape broadcast from Hawaii showed a birthday party where the birthday girl, her 
two brothers, and
her parents vanished as a neighbor videotaped her blowing out her candles. She 
leaned close to the cake
and took a breath, then she disappeared, and her party hat fell into the candles 
and erupted into flames.
The woman doing the videotap-ing saw only the flames and quickly doused the fire, 
then realized that she
and another couple were the only people still there. Ryan heard her gasping and 
trying to talk as she
taped the scenes of little piles of clothes all around the room.

 When the station replayed the tape in slow motion, Ryan saw what the video camera 
woman had not
seen. Just before the little girl's hat fell into the candles, the girl had 
disappeared, and her dress dropped
out of the picture.

 A video from a helicopter on the West Coast showed cops pulling over a motorist. 
As one patrolman
approached the driver's side and the other backed him up at the right rear of the 
car, the driver and one
of his two passengers disappeared, and so did the backup cop! The patrolman assumed
the driver and
one of his passengers had ducked down in the seat, so he pulled his weapon and 
warned his partner,
who was no longer there.

The cop put both hands on his revolver and skipped to the back of the car to check 
on his backup and
discovered his cap, shirt, badge, trousers, belt, gun, cuffs, ammunition, and shoes
right where he had
been standing. The patrolman panicked, screaming at the occupants of the car to 
come out with their
hands up while he scampered behind his own patrol car for cover.

 As he crouched there, one woman in the backseat of the car came out in hysterics, 
screaming that the
driver and the other pas-senger had disappeared. The cop made her lie face down on 



the pavement, and
he cuffed her before searching the car. He pulled empty clothes from the seats, 
then released her from the
cuffs and comforted her as they tried to make sense of it.

 By the time the cameraman in the chopper realized what had happened, several acci-
dents had occurred
on the same stretch of highway. He pulled back and panned wide to see tractor-
trailer trucks hung up on
guard rails, cars having plunged down ravines, and even the clothes of a utility 
worker hanging from a
ladder that led to the top of a light pole.

 Ryan wished his mother was home, but he didn't think he could speak even if 
someone was there to
listen. This couldn't be real! He changed channels and found the same thing on 
every one. People were
urged to stay in their homes as long as they were safe, and to stay tuned for more 
information. Ryan tried
Raymie's phone again and reached only the answering machine. He did not leave a 
mes-sage. Later, if he
dared, he would walk down to the Steele home and see what was going on. He wondered
if anyone he
knew had disappeared.



 Ryan tried his mother's car phone. it rang        and rang, but no one answered. 
He didn't get that usual
recording about the cell phone customer having driven outside the service area or 
already being on the
phone, so he knew he was getting through. It wasn't like his mother to leave the 
phone in the car if she
wasn't there, and she always left it on when she had it with her. Ryan couldn't 
fig-ure it out, and now he
was really worried.

 He found a station that listed all the crashes of planes that had been due into 
O'Hare that morning. His
father had been coming in from Asia, which was all he knew. One of the crashed 
planes was coming
from there, but Ryan didn't know the time or the number or even the airline. He 
just hoped against hope
his father had not been on that plane.

 News helicopters showed scenes from above O'Hare where big jets were parked up and
down the
runways. People walked from the planes as far as two miles to the terminal, and 
once there, it was nearly
impossible for them to get out of the airport. Traffic gridlocked the road that led
into and out of the
airport. Ryan watched as thousands of stranded passengers walked through the zig-
zagged cars and
down the overpasses and exits until they found taxis and limousines that would 
carry them toward their
homes, if they could make it through the tangled mess.

Somewhere out there Ryan's mother was either trying to get to O'Hare to learn some 
news about her
husband's flight, or she had already picked him up and was trying to make her way 
home. From what
Ryan could see on the news, he didn't expect her for a long time. He dialed and 
redialed her cell phone
number, but she never answered. He hoped with all his might it was just part of the
communications
breakdown caused by so many people disappearing.

 Ryan grew panicky, unable to reach anyone by phone and not having any idea whether
his parents were
safe. He hated to think his mother might try to call him while he was gone, but he 
had to get out of there.
He had to get to Raymie's house and see what was going on.

Ryan tried his mother again, then Raymie's line. Still just the machine. He hung up
and ran from the
house, down the block, and to the edge of Raymie's property. People were outside 
their homes, talking
with neighbors. Many were crying. They watched as he approached the front porch of 
the Steele home.
He didn't want to appear to be up to anything, so he just sat on the front step as 
if waiting for his friend,
until people seemed to forget about him.

 Ryan was going to ring the bell when he realized the drapes wire open, the door 
was unlocked, and it
stood open about an inch. There was no car in the driveway, but some-one must have 



been home. He
slipped inside to the bitter smell of burnt coffee. He tiptoed into the kitchen and
saw the coffeepot in the
sink, still hot.

 Ryan knew someone was home, but who? He opened the door that led to the garage. 
Only Mr. Steele's
BMW was missing. Mrs. Steele's car was there, and so was the one Raymie's sister 
drove when she was
home. Raymie's four-wheeler was there, of course, and his snowmobile and his bike. 
So who was here
and who wasn't? He checked the hall closet where Raymie's father's trench coat, 
flight bag, and cap
were stored. Captain Steele was supposed to have been on some long trip to England 
or somewhere.

 Ryan tiptoed upstairs to the bedrooms, past a bunch of family photos on the walls.
Raymie's door was
shut. Ryan knocked lightly. No answer. He pushed the door open. Raymie's 
nightclothes were in a neat
pile on the bed, and Ryan looked enviously at the picture on the bedside table of 
Mr. Steele in uniform
near his plane.

As Ryan left Raymie's room, he held his breath. He heard something coming from the 
master bedroom



suite. What was it? Some-one was home!

 From the hall, Ryan could see all the way into the suite. There, lying face down 
on the bed, his uniform in
a pile on the floor beside him, was Raymie's dad. He appeared to be sleeping, 
except that his shoulders
heaved as if he were crying. Ryan didn't dare disturb him. He slipped back down the
hall, down the
stairs, and headed for home.

 Ryan had a sinking feeling as he entered his quiet house. He turned on the TV and 
saw lists of people
who had been on board the flights that crashed on their way to O'Hare. "We repeat,"
the announcer said,
"it has never been our policy to release names of missing or presumed-dead 
passengers before next of
kin can be notified. However, with such massive tragedies and the impossibility of 
local law enforcement
agencies being able to keep up with the grisly business of inform-ing families, we 
have been asked to
make these names public as tastefully as possible. Remember, if someone you know 
appears on these
lists, it means only that they held reser-vations on these flights and that their 
where-abouts are currently
unknown."

Ryan covered his eyes and peeked through his fingers as the names slowly scrolled 
by. He recognized
one as the father of a friend of his. Another one or two looked familiar, and all 
he could do was wonder
how many friends had lost family members. Then he saw his dad's name, and he burst 
into tears.

 He turned off the TV and shook his head. It couldn't be. He tried to make himself 
believe that his dad
had somehow survived and would be calling him. But that wasn't going to happen, and
he knew it. It
would be just he and his mom now. Did she know already? There was no message light 
blinking on the
answering machine. Maybe she wanted to tell him in person. Maybe she didn't even 
know yet!

 He dialed her cell phone for what seemed the hundredth time. It rang and rang, and
finally someone
answered. It was a gruff male voice. "Hello! Who's this?"

"This is Ryan Daley, and I thought I was dialing my mother's cell phone."

"Uh, you are, son, if your mother's full name is, ah, Marjorie Louise Daley."

"Yes!"

"Where are you?"

"Who is this?"

"I'm sorry, son. This is Sergeant Flanigan, Des Plaines police."

"What happened? Is my mom all right?"



 "I'm afraid she's not, Ryan. There was a gas-main leak we didn't know about, and 
it blew while several
cars were in an intersec-tion here. Your mother's been taken to Lutheran General in
Park Ridge. You
know where that is?"

"No, sir."

 "Well, it's---jes' a minute, son .... Yeah, OK.... Listen, Ryan, you have friends 
or relatives there that can
look after you for a while?"



 Ryan wanted to blurt that he had just seen his dad's name on a list of air crash 
victims, but he didn't.
"Why?"

 "Son, I hate like everything to tell you this over the phone, but your mother 
didn't make it. The county
morgues are full, so one is being set up at Maine East High School in Park Ridge, 
not far from the
hospital. You'll want to get someone to get you over here in a day or two for 
identification, but don't try
to come right away."

Ryan couldn't speak.

Sergeant Flanigan apologized again. "I'm sorry, son. You're sure you've got someone
there to take care
of you?"

 But Ryan hung up. Was it possible that the people who had believed in Jesus had 
been taken to heaven,
just like Raymie had tried to tell him? He and his parents and Captain Steele had 
been left behind, but
now both his parents were dead. What was he going to do?

Ryan had no idea, but he was going to try one thing. Raymie's church was less than 
a mile away. Ryan
wasn't in a hurry. He just wanted to walk and think and cry. If anyone was left at 
that church, Ryan might
be able to find some help.

_________________________

CHAPTER TEN

Finding

Each Other

 "EVERYTHINGall right at your place, Judd?" a neighbor called out as Judd Thompson 
headed around
to the back of the house.

"Don't know yet," Judd hollered.



 In truth, of course, he did know. He knew exactly what he would find in that 
house. The buzz of the
champagne was long gone, and he felt suddenly foolish with his scraggly goatee, his
wallet full of cash,
and that top--of-the-line credit card.Aren't I something? He asked himself.Big man.
Big criminal. Big
shot. Now I'm an orphan. He felt like a child, despite his sixteen years.

 Judd ran upstairs and checked Marcie's room first. She was the persnickety one, 
the one who always
kept her room just so, dolls lined up in a row, her schoolbooks and the next day's 
clothes laid out neatly.
Two tiny barrettes lay in the dent in the pillow her dark-haired head had left. 
Judd pulled back the
covers, revealing her nightie.

In Marc's room, was which almost as messy as Judd's own, he found socks and 
underpants in the bed.

 He glanced at his own room before head-ing down to the master bedroom. His par-
ents had been in
there, that was clear. They had gone through his stuff, looking for clues to where 
he might be. Maybe
they had called the library to check on him. Somehow, they had figured it out, but 
he had left no clues in
his bedroom. Fooling them, tricking them, putting one over on them had seemed so 
cool when he was on
his way to O'Hare. Now he felt like an idiot.

 Judd had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach as he descended the stairs. 
He wanted his little
brother and sister and his parents to be with Jesus, of course. That was what they 
wanted, what they
talked about, what they looked forward to. But he didn't want to be alone, either.

 He slipped into his parents' bedroom, where the curtains were closed and it was 
dark. He didn't turn the
light on, letting his eyes grow accustomed to the darkness. Judd shut the door and 
leaned back against it,
feel-ing weak. He hadn't slept much on the plane, and now he was paying for the 
nervous energy that had
kept him awake.

 Judd was stunned to see that his parents' bed was still made. Could it be? Was it 
possi-ble they had not
been taken? No! It couldn't be! He whipped the covers back and saw no bedclothes. 
He looked around
the room, now turning on the light. His mother's robe was draped over a chair. This
made no sense. He
found his father's robe in the closet and held out a flicker of hope. But what was 
he hoping? That his little
brother and sister had been taken and his parents had not?

 He ran to the living room, where the truthquickly became clear. The phone receiver
was on the floor.
From the positions of his par-ents' sets of clothes, it was obvious they had 
changed back into them when
they realized they might have to drive somewhere to look for him. His dad's jeans 
and pullover shirt and



shoes were in a pile near the phone. His mother's casual outfit lay in a chair 
where she had been sitting.

 Judd returned the phone to its cradle and scooped up the clothes. He sat with them
in his lap and
smelled the faint scent of his dad's cologne and his mother's perfume. And he 
cried. They loved him so
much, cared for him, worried about him. And look how he had treated them. He held 
their clothes close
to his chest and closed his eyes, realizing he had gotten just what he deserved.

 His mother had told him and told him that Jesus was coming again and that it could
happen in Judd's
lifetime. He knew that was what his church taught, but it had seemed so 
preposterous. Well, not any
more. It had happened, and he had been left behind. What was he going to do?

 Judd knew there would be no sleeping, tired as he was. He had to think about how 
he was going to get
the car back from O'Hare. When would that be possible?

What he should do, he knew, was go to his church. His church. He hadn't called New 
Hope Village



Church his own church since he was in elementary school. Who would be left there? 
Was he the only
member who didn't go to heaven? He felt alone in the world, not just in this house.
He decided to call the
church, just to see if anyone else was around.

The voice on the New Hope answering machine was the visitation pastor's, a man 
named Bruce Barnes,
who had been there for several years. It was clear from the message that he had 
been left behind too!

 "You have reached New Hope Village Church. We are planning a weekly Bible study, 
but for the time
being we will meet just once each Sunday at 10 A.M. While our entire staff, except 
me, and most of our
con-gregation are gone, the few of us left are maintaining the building and 
distributing a videotape our
senior pastor prepared for a time such as this. You may come by the church office 
anytime to pick up a
free copy, and we look forward to seeing you Sunday morning."

 Judd didn't want to wait. He looked for his mother's keys and backed her car out 
of the garage, only to
go a couple of blocks and find all the roads blocked. He returned to get his little
brother's bike. He was
way past feel-ing self-conscious. He was on his way to church, and for the first 
time in as far back as he
could remember, he really wanted to get there.

-----+-----

 When Ryan Daley came within view of New Hope Village Church, he didn't know what 
to think. He
had been in a church a couple of times in his twelve years, but not this one. A 
big, dark-haired kid on a
small bike came pedaling past him. They looked at each other but didn't speak. Ryan
had never seen him
before.

 The big kid let his bike fall near the front door and hurried in. Ryan was in no 
hurry. He didn't know who
or what he was looking for. By the time he got into the building, the kid who had 
been on the bike was
talking to a man in his thirties with curly hair and wire-rimmed glasses.

"Can I help you, son?" the man asked, see-ing Ryan over Judd's shoulder.

Ryan couldn't get the words out. How were you supposed to ask if it was true, if 
Jesus had taken his
people to heaven?

"Did you lose some family?" the man said.

Ryan nodded. "They died," he managed.



"No, they are in heaven with Jesus."

"They didn't get taken," Ryan insisted. "My dad died in a plane crash and my mom in
a car accident."

 Bruce approached and reached for Ryan. The boy felt self-conscious, but he let the
man hug him. "My
name is Bruce Barnes," he said. "I'm the only person left from the staff of this 
church, and I know exactly
what happened. I'm going to teach a small group of young people here soon, and 
you're wel-come to
stay."



"You're going to teach?"

Bruce nodded. "I know what happened because I missed it. I have a tape from the 
senior pastor that
will help explain. Is that something you'd be interested in?"

 Ryan nodded. So did the big kid, whom Bruce introduced as someone from the church 
family named
Judd Thompson. They shook hands. Ryan didn't know any other kids as old as Judd, 
except for a few
cousins in California.

 Bruce said he was expecting two more kids to show up. "I got a call from a girl 
named Vicki Byrne. I
invited her, and she called back later to say she had invited a boy named Lionel 
Washington. When we're
all here, we'll get started. I want to tell you my story."

-----+-----

 When Vicki and Lionel arrived, Bruce took the four of them into a small office 
where he had set up a
VCR and a TV. "You're not going to understand everything the pastor says," Bruce 
said, "but still you'll
be astounded that he knows what's going on, even though he's gone. More important, 
you need to know
that I have the same story you do.

 "I lost my wife and my young children. They disappeared from their beds, and I 
knew immediately that I
had been living a lie. I had been to Bible college and was a pastor, but I always 
thought I could get by, liv
-ing for myself and never making the decision to receive Christ. Judd, I know you 
and your family. I'm
surprised to see you here, but I'm not surprised the rest of your family is gone. 
You know what
happened, don't you?"

 Judd nodded miserably. Bruce asked the others to share their stories. They cried 
when they spoke, and
they cried when they lis-tened. They had been thrust together by a tragedy none of 
them could have ever
expected.

 "I know it's hard for you to grasp right now," Bruce said, "but I have good news 
for you. The question
you all must have now is whether there is any hope for you. You missed Christ when 
he came, but you
are not lost forever. We're going to live through some awful days and years, but 
the Bible is clear that
there will be a great soul harvest during this time. People can still become 
believers and be assured of
heaven when they die.

 "That won't take away your sorrow, your grief, or your loneliness. I can't even 



imagine a day when I
won't cry over what I've lost. But now I don't apologize for telling every-body who
comes in here how
they can receive Christ. It's really quite simple. God made it easy. If you want to
hear this, just say so,
and I'll walk you through it."

Vicki raised a hand. "Are you saying that if we had done this before, we wouldn't 
have been left
behind?"

Bruce nodded.

"And now we can still get to heaven when we die?"



 He nodded again. "Everybody want to hear this?" They all nodded. "First," he said,
"we have to see
ourselves as God sees us. The Bible says all have sinned, that there is none 
righteous, no, not one. It also
says we can't save ourselves. Lots of people thought they could earn their way to 
God or to heaven by
doing good things, but that's the biggest mis-understanding ever. The Bible says 
it's not by works we
have done, but by his merry that God saves us. We are saved by grace through 
Christ, not of ourselves,
so we can't brag about our goodness."

"But I didn't do anything good," Vicki said. "I didn't eventry to get to heaven 
because I didn't really
believe any of this."

"What do you think now?" Bruce said kindly.

"I think I was wrong."

"Me too," Judd said.

"Me three," Lionel said.

Ryan said nothing, but it was clear to Bruce he was listening. This was all brand-
new to him, except for
what Raymie had tried to tell him.

 "The punishment for sin is death," Bruce continued. "Jesus took our sins and paid 
the penalty for them by
dying so we wouldn't have to. He died in our place because he loves us. When we 
tell Christ that we
know we are sinners and lost and then we receive his gift of salvation, he saves 
us. A transac-tion takes
place, a deal. We go from darkness to light, from lost to found. We're saved. The 
Bible says that to
those who receive him he gives the power to become sons of God. That's what Jesus 
is---the Son of
God. When we become sons of God, we have what Jesus has: We become part of God's 
family, we
have forgiveness for our sins, and we have eternal life.

 "After you watch this video our pastor left behind, I'm going to ask you something
I never wanted to ask
people before. I want to know if you're ready to receive Christ right now. I'll 
pray with you and help you
talk to God about it. It may seem too fast for you. This may be new to you. I don't
want you to make a
hasty decision when you're still in shock over what has happened. But neither do I 
want you to wait too
long, to put this off when the world is a more dangerous place than it's ever been.
Maybe you missed
Christ the first time around because you didn't know any better. But now you know. 
What could be
worse than knowing and then still dying without Christ?"

 The four kids sat there, each grieving in his or her own way. Judd had been 
humbled. Vicki felt a fool.
Lionel felt a sadness so deep he didn't know if it would ever go away. Ryan was 



puzzled. Raymie had
told him all this, and Ryan had thought it was stupid. He didn't think so anymore.

 As they watched the video of the senior pastor, now in heaven, telling what was 
going on and how they
could come to Christ, each felt a sudden closeness to the other. Bruce told them 
that if they became
believ-ers, they would be brothers and sisters in Christ. They could become each 
other's fam-ily.

 They would discover their connections later. Judd would one day realize that Ryan 
was the best friend of
the son of the pilot of the plane he had been on. Vicki knew Lionel through his 
sister, but she didn't know
that his mother had worked for the same maga-zine as a man who had been on the 
plane with Judd.

For now they were simply four kids from the same town who shared a common horror 
and grief. Bruce



seemed to have in mind for them a future as a small group. That sounded good to 
each, especially in their
gnawing loneliness.

When the video ended, each sat stunned that the pastor had known in advance all 
that was now taking
place. Clearly this was truth. Certainly this demanded their attention and a 
decision. Each sat staring as
Bruce posed the question of the ages.

"Are you ready?" he said. "Will you receive Christ?"

_________________________
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