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  CHAPTER ONE


  New Hope


  JUDDThompson Jr. had always sized up situa-tions quickly. It was clear to him that of the four kids who had fled to nearby New Hope Village Church during the greatest crisis the world would ever see, he was the oldest. The redhead, the only girl, had a hard, bitter edge to her. But still, if Judd had to guess, he would have said she was younger than he was.


  Ah, what did he care. How could he ever care about anything anymore? The end of the world, at least the world as he knew it, had come. Millions all over the world had disap-peared right out of their clothes, leaving every-thing but flesh and bone behind.


  It wasn't that Judd didn't know what had happened. He knew all too well. As he had heard in church and Sunday school and at home his whole life, Jesus Christ had come back to rapture his church, and Judd had been left behind.


  He even knew why. It didn't take the ear-nest visitation pastor of New Hope Village Church, Bruce Barnes, to explain that. Of all things, Pastor Barnes himself had been left behind.


  Bruce Barnes had spent the last several minutes telling Judd and the three other shell-shocked kids his own story. He finished by telling them there was still hope. Life would be miserable from now on, of course, and they would be alone except for other new believers, but it was not too late for them to come to Christ.


  Bruce had urged them to think about it and not to waste much time. The world had become dangerous overnight. With so many Christians disappearing from important jobs, the result was chaos. No one had any guaran-tees. Life was fragile. Judd was impressed that Bruce seemed so eager to convince them that their only hope now was to trust Christ.


  Judd knew it was the truth. He had to face himself, and he didn't like what he saw. His whole look, the way he carried himself, the me-first attitude, the secret that he had never really become a Christian--- all those things sickened him now.


  Why had he wanted to appear so old? Why was it so important to him to know where he fit in every crowd? Everything that ever mat-tered to him now seemed ridiculous. He had been a tough guy, a big shot, the one with all the plans and schemes. He had stolen his dad's credit card and bought phony identifica-tion papers that said he was old enough to travel on his own. Yeah, Judd thought, I was a real player.


  But though Judd had come to some hard realizations about himself, he still had a major problem. There was no question Bruce was right. Judd didn't want to live without his family and without Christ. Though he knew he had had every chance and could have been in heaven with his parents and brother and sister right then, everything in him still fought to blame somebody else. But whom could he blame?


  His parents had been wonderful examples to him. Even his little brother had recently asked Judd if he still loved Jesus. If he couldn't blame his family and he didn't want to blame himself, that left only God. He knew there was no future in blaming a perfect and holy God, but right then he had to admit that he didn't much care for God's plan.


  Whatever happened to the idea that God loved everybody and didn't want anybody to die and go to hell? What kind of a God would leave a sixteen-year-old kid without his family?


  Judd knew he wasn't thinking straight. In fact, he had to admit he was being ridicu-lous. But just then he didn't like God very much. He was mad at God because there was no one else to be mad at.


  Besides, Judd was grieving. No, his family had not died. But they might as well have. He was glad for them, he guessed, that they had gotten their reward for believing. But that was of little comfort to him.


  Bruce Barnes asked the four kids to intro-duce themselves and talk about themselves a bit. Judd didn't see the point of that. Bruce began with the youngest boy, the little blond who appeared stocky and athletic.


  Judd was reminded of his own little brother, Marc. Marc and Marcie were twins, nine years old. Both had been tremendously athletic. While Judd had lost interest in sports after Little League, Marc and Marcie had seemed interested in every sport imagin-able. They had both been dark-haired and younger and smaller than Ryan Daley, but still Judd found it hard to listen to the boy without thinking of them both.


  Already he missed them more than he could say. Just being around someone even near their age cut like a knife deep into his heart.


  Ryan was telling his story at just above a whisper. Judd could tell the boy had spent a lot of time crying that day. No doubt there would be more tears until he could cry no more.


  "I don't know what I think about all this stuff you've been saying, Mr. Barnes. If it's true, I don't think either of my parents went to heaven. For sure my mom didn't because she was killed on the road sometime this morning. My dad was listed with the passen-gers that went down in a plane crash. I don't think he would have been one of those who disappeared. I mean, he was great and I loved him, but he never said anything about being a Christian or even going to church."


  Ryan told about waking up to find his mother's note and then hearing from the police about her death.


  When he stopped and buried his head in his hands, Bruce Barnes leaned forward and put a hand on his shoulder. "So you've never, ever been in church before?"


  "Well, not never," Ryan managed, raising his head. "Somebody invited me to one of those Bible school things they have in the summertime at church once---"


  "Vacation Bible School?" Bruce said.


  "Yeah, that's it. But I was really little then and I don't remember much about it. My friend--- his dad's an airline pilot--- wanted me to go to church with him here. I never did."


  "And who was that?"


  "His name was Raymie Steele. He tried to tell me all about this, the way you just did. I thought he was nuts."


  "What do you think now, Ryan?"


  With that, Ryan buried his face in his hands again and sobbed. Bruce began to ask him something, but Ryan wrenched away and shook his head. Judd thought he knew exactly how Ryan felt.


  Bruce turned to Lionel Washington. Judd noticed that the lanky young boy with the smooth face and chocolate complexion had sat expressionless since they had begun. His wide, dark eyes seemed to rarely blink. He merely sat forward, his chin resting on his fist, listening. Judd couldn't tell if he was interested or not, but something had brought him there.


  Bruce asked Lionel if he knew any of the others. "No, but my sister Clarice knew Vicki here. They rode the school bus together."


  "How do you feel about all this?" Bruce said.


  "Oh," Lionel said, "this is nothing new to me. I know exactly what happened. You're right, we all missed it. The real Christians have gone to heaven, and we've all been left behind."


  Ryan leaped from his seat and ran out, shouting through his sobs, "It's not fair! It's not fair! This is crazy!


  Why would God do this?"


  Judd, Bruce, Vicki, and Lionel watched him go. "Aren't you going to stop him?" Judd asked Bruce.


  Bruce shook his head. "He'll be back. Where else does he have to go?"


  Lionel, who seemed to Judd to have been shaken by Ryan's quick exit, finished his own story of having grown up in a Christian family and gone to church all his life, only to never have made a true decision himself to become a follower of Christ. "I don't know how the rest of you feel, but I can't say I'm surprised or that I didn't get exactly what I deserved. I don't know if I believe there's really still a sec-ond chance, but if there is, I want it."


  "Believe me, there is a second chance," Bruce said, "and I think it's something you'll want to take advantage of right away, don't you?"


  "You better believe I already prayed the prayer," Lionel said. "If that's what you mean. I told God I was sorry, begged his for-giveness, and asked him to save me once and for all. You're saying it's not too late?"


  "That's what I'm saying. Welcome to the family."


  "To tell you the truth, sir," Lionel said,


  "I'd rather be in heaven with my own fam-ily right now."


  "You and me both," Bruce said.


  Judd was stunned at how much he and Lionel had in common, though they had never even seen each other before. Lionel, like Judd, also had a younger brother and sis-ter. And Judd and Lionel had been raised in the church by Christian families.


  Now it was Vicki's turn. "Well," she began with a quavery voice, "I guess I should have known better too."


  Judd noticed how young and scared she sounded for someone who said she was four-teen years old. Of course, he felt very young and scared himself just then, but she looked like a tough girl. Whatever edge there had been to her seemed to have been stolen away when her mother, father, and little sister had been raptured. She told her story about grow-ing up in the trailer park about the weekend beer brawls and dances that had one time, seemingly out of the blue, begun with an evangelist preaching for just a few minutes and resulted in her parents becoming Chris-tians.


  "I saw big changes in their lives," Vicki admitted, "but actually I hated it. I hated church, and I didn't want to have anything to do with religion. They kept telling me it wasn't religion, it was Jesus, but I didn't see the difference."


  "Now you do, of course," Bruce said.


  "Of course," she said.


  "Forgive me for being pushy," Bruce said, "but what are you going to do about it now?"


  Vicki looked down and busied herself trac-ing a pattern on the floor with the toe of her shoe. "Actually, even though I know you're right, I just don't want to make a decision like this while I'm still in shock."


  Bruce seemed to be trying gently to push her into seeing that, despite the trauma she had just been through, she really shouldn't take more time. "You know the truth. That makes it your responsibility to act upon it."


  "I know," she whispered. But she would not return his gaze. Her body seemed rigid. To Judd it seemed as if she was through lis-tening or talking about it. He was surprised when she looked up and appeared to be lis-tening when it was his turn to tell his story.


  Judd kept his account short. He merely mentioned that he too had been raised in a Christian home and knew exactly what had happened. He told of his plan to run away from home and be his own person, and how it had all come crashing down on him when the Rapture occurred while he was on a plane over the Atlantic on the way to London.


  "I have to say, though, Pastor Barnes, I feel like Vicki here. I know what I'm supposed to do, what I should do, and what I'm sure I will do. But I just feel too much pressure. I can hardly get my mind around the fact that I'll never see my family again."


  Bruce stood and moved near to Judd. "Don't you kids see? That's my point! If I'm right and a seven-year period of tribulation begins soon, it's unlikely any of us will live through it. We had better be prepared to see God, or we'll wind up without him for all of eternity."


  Judd knew Bruce was right, but he caught Vicki's glance and knew the two of them were still determined not to be pushed. He only hoped that it wasn't simply a pride thing. He was pretty sure it wasn't. He was way past pride now.


  "I'm sorry, Pastor Barnes, but I just need more time to deal with all of this," Judd said.


  "Me too," Vicki said.


  "Don't be waiting too long now," Lionel said. "I waited way too long as it is."


  "I couldn't have said that better myself," Bruce said.


  _________________________


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  Vicki's Journey


  IF THEREwas one thing Vicki Byrne was sure of when she left New Hope Village Church that day, it was what she was feeling. No way around it, she decided. She felt guilty.


  She stopped at the door and looked back to see Bruce Barnes sitting wearily, hands atop his head, fingers entwined. He was almost imperceptibly shaking his head.


  "I'm going to go look for that little kid," Lionel said, excusing himself as he slipped past her and out of the church.


  "We'll be back, I'm sure," Judd Thompson was telling Bruce. Vicki was certain of that too, and she felt bad because she understood how much Bruce Barnes cared and how urgent he felt it was that they make their decisions for Christ now.


  Vicki started toward home, though it was the last place she wanted to go. That empty trailer would only remind her how truly alone she was. She hesitated on the sidewalk, noticing the small bicycle someone had left out front. She assumed it was Ryan's. There was nowhere else to go, nothing else to do. She headed on foot for the trailer park.


  Judd Thompson called to her from the door of the church. "So, what are you going to do?" he said.


  "Same as you," she said. "Think it over. Do the right thing. We both know what that means. I just don't want to do it when I'm so exhausted and keyed up at the same time."


  "I know what you mean," Judd said. "But I meant what are you going to do right now?"


  "Just go home I guess," she said.


  "You want to go somewhere with me?"


  "Like where?"


  "I've got to go get my father's car. I left it at O'Hare."


  Vicki shrugged. "Why not? How are we get-ting there? We gonna ride double on Ryan's bike?"


  "That's my little brother's bike. I'm going to see if Bruce will let me leave that here. I was thinking of taking a cab."


  "You must have a lot more money than I do," Vicki said.


  "That's one thing I'm not short of," Judd said. "But I'd trade it all to be in heaven right now."


  "I know," Vicki said. "This is awful."


  A few minutes later, Marc Thompson's bike was stored just inside the front door of the church and Judd was on the phone to a cab company. It took forever to get a connec-tion and then for someone to answer. He was told there would be a premium on the fare. "What does that mean?" he asked.


  "That it's going to cost you triple the nor-mal amount. And we don't recommend try-ing to get into O'Hare. It's still a mess."


  "I need to get my car out of there," Judd said.


  "That parking garage is a disaster. A bunch of people disappeared while driving out of there, and their crashed cars left a gridlock that's going to take days to untangle."


  "I still have to try," Judd said. "I want to make sure it's OK and get it before someone steals it."


  "Suit yourself. Somebody should be there for you within the hour."


  Vicki and Judd sat on the curb, waiting. She didn't recall having seen this boy before. Despite his scruffy look, it was clear to her Judd was a rich kid. Their paths would not have crossed for long, had they ever met. Vicki felt an unexplained need to keep some sort of conversation going. Though she hated the idea of facing that trailer, what she really wanted was to get home to her own bed and bury her face in the pillow and cry over all that she had lost. What a waste her life had been, she decided.


  Still, she was grateful for something to do, somewhere to go, someone to be with. She asked Judd to tell her more about his family. He cried as he told her, and that made her cry too. "We're both going to have to do the right thing here soon, aren't we?" she said.


  "I know," Judd said.


  The cab arrived nearly two hours later.


  "Sorry it took me so long," the cabby said. He was a burly man in a sleeveless T-shirt. He looked as if he could use some sleep. "It's hard for us to get to our call-ins because we're not allowed to pass by anyone who's trying to flag us down on the way."


  "And a lot of people are doing that?" Vicki said.


  "I had three other rides before I got here," the cabby said. "And I even told another guy to wait for another cab. He wanted to pay me to take him all the way to Wisconsin."


  "Wow!"


  "You're telling me! I don't think he could have afforded it anyway, but I don't have to take somebody that far when I've got call-in. You kids aren't really going to O'Hare, are you? You know there's nothing flying out of there---"


  "I'm just going to try to get my car out of there," Judd said.


  "That's gonna be no picnic either, son," the cabby said.


  "I know. But I have to try. I've got nothing else to do."


  Vicki was amazed to see so many fires as the cab snaked its way through the remains of car wrecks, traffic gridlocks, even fights. It was clear there would never be enough local police to go around. So this is what it's like at the end of the world, she thought.


  Where were all these people going? All Vicki had noticed near the church were sirens in the distance and the glow of distant fires on the horizon. Now she could see that those fires were not so distant. Why is everything burning?" she asked.


  "You don't know?" the cabby said. "Nobody knows yet how many people disap-peared late last night, but any of them who had anything on the stove just left it there. You leave something on the stove overnight, eventually the food burns up, the water turns to steam, the pan gets hotter than blazes, and before you know it your kitchen's on fire. With nobody there to fight it or report it, boom, there goes your house."


  Vicki saw looks of jealousy on the faces of people waving at the cab from street corners, disappointed to see that it was already hired. What a mess. Were all these people just try-ing to find somewhere, anywhere, that wasn't turning to rubble?


  As the night grew dark and the cab slowly picked its way through side streets and back roads toward Interstate 294, Vicki noticed that Judd had seemed to lose interest in talk-ing. He sat with his chin resting in his hands. He had turned away from her and appeared to stare out the window as they slowly rode along. When would it sink in? she wondered. When would she feel her own fatigue and exhaustion and finally be able to sleep? And how would all this feel when she finally woke up and realized it was not a dream, not a nightmare, but reality? How do you go from being part of a family to becoming an orphan overnight? She sighed. She hadn't even liked being in her family. She didn't like it when her parents were loud drunks, and she liked it even less when they became Christians.


  Now she realized, of course, that for at least the last two years--- since her parents had become believers--- she herself had been the problem. She had somehow realized that her life would not be her own if she became a Christian like her parents. They had told her and told her that she didn't need to clean up her life before she came to Christ. "Jesus accepts you just the way you are," her mother had told her. "He'll start showing you what needs to be changed and will help you change."


  The problem was, Vicki knew her mother was right. She simply didn't want to change, whether she herself was making the changes or God was. She had liked her life just the way it was because it was just that--- her life. Why had it taken this, something so huge, so cosmic, so disastrous to show her how fool-ish she had been? She had been such a rebel, so mean to her parents and even to her sweet little sister, Jeanni.


  And what was with this dolt sitting next to her? Judd Thompson seemed like a nice enough guy, having made the same huge life-and-death mistakes she had made. But had he even once asked her about herself or her family? Sure, she had told her story in the little meeting at New Hope, just like he had. But how was it that she knew to ask for more details, even if just to be polite, and he didn't? Wasn't that just like a rich kid to not care about anybody else? She had a bad feeling that she wasn't going to like this guy very much, despite what they were going through together. Well, she concluded, at least he had asked her to go with him on his errand. That was better than being alone just now.


  Of course, she decided, that was the real reason he had invited her anyway. He didn't want to be alone any more than she did. Vicki was finally doing a little something for somebody other than herself. She could serve that purpose. She could keep this poor rich kid from being alone during the worst night of his life.


  The tollway to O'Hare was stop-and-go when it was moving at all. Vicki simply didn't understand where all these people were going. But then, she and Judd were going some-where, so why couldn't everyone else?


  The cabby had fallen silent long ago. He kept taking huge swigs from a mug of coffee and opened his window so the cool night air filled the car. Vicki shivered and wished he would shut it, but didn't say anything. The way he looked, he had probably been driving for twenty-four hours. She was not about to discourage anything that would keep him awake.


  Within a couple of miles of the airport, the traffic stopped dead. With Judd seemingly still more interested in staring out the window than talking to her and the cab driver appearing to concentrate on simply staying awake, Vicki was alone with her thoughts. It was, she knew, time to talk to God. It would be the first time she had done that in as long as she could remember.


  As Vicki rested her face in her hands, she felt movement next to her. She peeked at Judd, who was still turned away from her. His shoulders heaved, and she knew he was sobbing, though he was somehow able to muffle the sounds.


  Vicki was suddenly overcome with an emotion she hadn't felt in years. She felt des-perately, overwhelmingly sorry for this boy. Maybe he was a rich kid, maybe he was insensitive, maybe he was so selfish he couldn't even be polite. But he was suffering the way she was suffering. She knew exactly how he felt.


  Almost without thinking, Vicki put her hand gently on his shoulder. Judd lowered his head to his hands and sobbed aloud. Vicki saw the cab driver's sympathetic glance through the rearview mirror. Judd whispered hoarsely, "I was so stupid. So stupid." Judd moved slightly, and Vicki worried that he might be embarrassed. She pulled her hand away and retreated to her own thoughts.


  Fighting a sob in her own throat, she prayed silently. "God," she said, "I don't even know how to talk to you, let alone what to say. Bruce Barnes said you loved us and cared about us and didn't want to leave us behind. I hope that's true because I want to believe in you. I'm sorry for having been such a bad person, and I'm sorry that it took something like this to make me come to you. I wish I could say I would have done this eventually anyway, but I can't. I had enough chances, but I didn't want to give you my life.


  If you can forgive me for that and still accept me, you can have whatever is left of my life. For a long time I hoped you weren't real and that I wouldn't have to answer to you someday, but I always knew down deep you were there. And if nothing else convinced me, this mess sure has. I know it can't be as good to believe now when I have no choice, but if you'll accept me, I will live for you for as long as you let me stay alive."


  Vicki and Judd sat in silence for almost another two hours while the cab slowly inched its way toward the international air-port. Suddenly the cabby pulled off the road and sat on the shoulder, shifting into park. He turned to Judd. "I'm sorry, son, but you can see if I take that exit ramp to O'Hare right there, we might not get out of there for days. You're still a couple of miles from the parking garage, but I think this is as close as I can get you."


  Vicki could see he was right. Nothing was moving on that ramp. Judd looked at her, and they both shrugged. Judd paid the driver and thanked him.


  Suddenly Vicki found herself alone with a strange boy on a chilly night, on foot in a world that had come apart at the seams.


  It was while walking with Judd that fatigue overcame Vicki. She didn't want to say so, but she wondered with each step if she could take another. This had been one long, gruel-ing, horrifying day. Now, she thought, maybe she could finally rest in her own bed. The memories and her loss would still haunt her, but she believed God would allow her to sleep. She knew she didn't deserve to have him in her life, but she could do nothing less now than to trust him and believe in him and depend upon him.


  Finally, walking in the grass next to the shoulder of the road, which was filled with cars barely moving, Judd broke his long silence. "Vicki, I've been thinking and pray-ing."


  "Me too," she said.


  "Really?"


  She nodded.


  "That's good," he said, "because I don't think we're smart to put off our decision any longer. Who knows what might happen?"


  "So you already became a Christian?" she asked.


  He nodded. "I just figured it was really dumb to wait any longer. Not that I'm saying you're dumb, you know."


  "I did the same thing a little while ago, Judd. If what Bruce said is true, then I guess that puts us in the same family. We're brother and sister now."


  Judd nodded again. "I guess we are," he said. "I could use a sister."


  "I could use a brother."


  "Yeah, didn't you say your big brother was living in Michigan and you thought he was raptured too?"


  "I thought you'd never ask."


  _________________________


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  Lionel's Shock


  LIONELWashington had sprinted down the street away from New Hope Village Church, looking both ways for any sign of Ryan Daley. He knew the little guy had gotten quite a head start on him and only hoped that Ryan was not still running. If he was, Lionel would never catch him.


  Lionel was a fast runner, but this was ridiculous. He huffed and puffed and sucked air, running in the general direction of his own house. He hoped Ryan's home was somewhere on the way. Maybe the kid had to stop and catch his breath himself.


  Lionel slowed to a walk and put his hands on his hips, allowing his chest to expand and his lungs to drink in more air.


  He squinted at a small form huddled under a street lamp two blocks ahead. It could have been anybody, of course, as peo-ple just like him--- people who had lost loved ones and were scared to death and wonder-ing what was going on---wandered about hoping to see someone they knew.


  When Lionel was within a block of the streetlight, the form rose and began to walk. It was Ryan Daley.


  This time, fortunately, he was not running. At least not until he turned and looked behind him. When he saw Lionel, he began to jog.


  "Hey! Hey, kid!" Lionel called. For the moment, he had forgotten the boys name. "Wait up!"


  At first Ryan seemed to speed up, but then it appeared he had resigned himself to the fact that there was nowhere to go anyway. He stepped off the sidewalk into the grass and thrust his hands deep in his pockets, his chin tucked to his chest. Lionel figured he had been crying. Maybe he still was. He sure didn't have to be ashamed of that, Lionel thought.


  Lionel hurried to the boy and stood next to him, matching his posture, pushing his hands into his pockets and looking down. "What are you gonna do?" Lionel said. In his peripheral vision, Lionel saw Ryan shrug.


  "Ryan, isn't it?" Lionel said. "That's your name, right?" Lionel looked up in time to see Ryan nod slightly.


  "Ryan, I know how you feel. This is terrible, and we all hate it."


  "How could you know how I feel?" Ryan blurted. "Your family's in heaven. For all I know, my parents aren't just dead, they're in hell."


  Lionel didn't know what to say. He believed that was true. Nothing he said could make that any better.


  "The important thing now is," he finally managed, "what are you gonna do?"


  Ryan sat in the grass in the darkness and put his face between his knees. Though his voice was muffled, Lionel could make out what he was saying. "I have no idea what I'm gonna do. I'm not going to be able to stand being in that house all by myself, I know that. I thought maybe I'd just gather up a bunch of stuff and pitch my tent in the back-yard. I guess I can stand going in there for food and the bathroom, but I wouldn't want to live in there. And I sure wouldn't want to sleep in there."


  "Me either," Lionel said. "My house has my family's clothes all over the place, right where they left them when they disappeared."


  "I wish mine did," Ryan said. "Then I wouldn't have to believe all this stuff about everybody who disappeared going to heaven."


  Lionel nodded, but said nothing.


  "I don't s'pose you'd want to help me get my tent set up?"


  "Sure I would," Lionel said. "I've got noth-ing else to do."


  "It's just a couple of blocks from here," Ryan said. "Thanks, Lyle."


  "It's Lionel."


  "Sorry. Like the train?"


  "Uh-huh."


  A few minutes later Lionel and Ryan were digging around in the garage at Ryan's house. Lionel saw Ryan occasionally looking at the door that led into the kitchen. "You want something in there?" Lionel said. "I'll get it for you."


  "I am getting a little hungry," Ryan said. "It's just that I don't want to go in there yet."


  "I'll get you whatever you want," Lionel said. "You want me to just find whatever I can in the refrigerator and the cupboards?"


  The Daleys' kitchen was similar to Lionel's own. He could hear Ryan dragging stuff from the garage to the backyard, and he hoped the boy would invite him to stay. Lionel would have to go home and get some of his stuff, but he didn't want to be in his house any more than Ryan wanted to be in this one.


  Lionel found a bunch of snacks and soft drinks and went directly into the backyard from the kitchen. He wondered if Ryan would be too shy to invite him. "You want some company tonight?" Lionel offered.


  "You'd stay with me?"


  "Sure! I don't want to be alone tonight any more than you do."


  Once the tent was set up--- snacks, flash-lights and all--- the boys headed toward Lionel's house, just over a mile away. Ryan wasn't saying much. Lionel had never been a big talker either, but when he wasn't talking he felt like crying, and he assumed Ryan felt the same. "I guess we don't have to worry about going to school tomorrow," Lionel said.


  "Yeah. I heard on the news that enough students and teachers and parents disap-peared that it might be a long time before school opens again."


  Lionel snorted. "So we can be thankful for a little good news in all this mess." That wasn't really funny, of course. This was a nightmare from which neither of them would awaken.


  Lionel figured Ryan was just as tired as he was by the time they reached Lionel's house. "You want to come in for a minute while I get my stuff?"


  "It beats being outside alone, I guess."


  The first thing Lionel noticed in the kitchen was that the answering machine was emitting a steady tone that indicated the tape was completely full of messages. Ryan followed him upstairs as Lionel ignored his parents' and his sisters' bedrooms and grabbed a backpack that he stuffed with clothes. On the way down he turned toward the kitchen to listen to the mes-sages, noticing that Ryan was no longer behind him. Lionel turned to see Ryan staring at Lionel's father's nightclothes draped over the chair in the living room. "C'mon, man," Lionel said. "That gives me the creeps just as much as it does you."


  White people were nothing new to Lionel, of course, and he wasn't surprised that a blond boy was paler than most. But he had never seen a face as ghostlike as Ryan's when he turned away from those empty clothes in the living room. Ryan appeared to be gasping for breath. Lionel wanted to get Ryan's mind off what he had just seen. "Let me listen to these messages," he said, "and then we'll go."


  Lionel played the answering machine tape for several minutes before getting past the messages he had already heard that morning. He was stunned then to hear that the entire rest of the tape was just one long, rambling message from none other than his uncle andré.


  As soon as Lionel began listening to it, he wished he hadn't turned it on. He wished even more that Ryan was not there to hear it. It was clear Uncle andré was either drunk or high or both. His grief and his horror were obvious. "Lionel, man," he said, "I done you wrong. I led you down the wrong path, boy. I just called to tell you I'm sorry and to say good-bye. I never meant to do wrong by you. I hope you'll find it in yourself to forgive me someday. I should have been there for you, and I should stay here and be here for you now, but I just can't. I can't live with myself."


  Lionel had never heard anything like that before, but it sure sounded like andré was planning to kill himself. Lionel listened with urgency, hoping and praying he would hear some clue about where andré was calling from.


  A couple of times Lionel thought he heard voices in the background and wondered if andré's enemies---


  the ones he owed money to--- had put him up to this. Maybe they wanted it to sound like he was planning sui-cide when actually they were going to kill him. Lionel didn't want his imagination to run away with itself. This was bad enough. andré was serious. Dead serious.


  Lionel sneaked a glance at Ryan, who still appeared ashen and seemed to be barely breathing. Lionel turned the machineoff. "Maybe you don't want to hear this," he said.


  "No, it's all right. You'd better find out where he's calling from or we'll never be able to help him."


  "I'm not going to drag you into this. This guy is my uncle, and I'll need to handle it myself."


  "Don't keep me out of this, Lionel! " Ryan said. "I got to keep myself busy or I'll be thinking about the same thing your uncle is thinking about."


  "Let's hope he's still just thinking about it."


  Lionel turned the machine on again and could hear what sounded like a bottle being poured into a glass.


  Also, if he had to guess, he would have assumed andré was downing some pills. andré's voice became slower and more slurred, and he cried more as he spoke. "Lionel, don't make the same mistakes I made.


  I was wrong, totally wrong. I heard all my life that God loved me and that Jesus died for me and that I was a sinner. I knew it. I believed it. I just never bought into it for myself. I told you a lot of it was fairy tales, and I hoped I was right. But I was wrong. I was wrong."


  Lionel didn't think he had any more tears to shed, but he could feel them welling up again. andré sounded so lost, so empty. Lionel thought about whom he could call, where he could possibly find andré.


  He won-dered if anyone left behind at the church might have any idea where andré was. He flipped off the machine and dialed the church. The line was busy. He tried time and again, but always it was busy.


  He asked Ryan to take over and keep dialing. Meanwhile, he listened to the rest of the tape, which went on for more than twenty minutes. In it, his uncle andré simply repeated how sorry he was, how sick he was of himself, how much he hated his life, and what a waste it had been. In the end, he resorted to simply apologizing over and over and saying good-bye. He was still talking, mumbling, ram-bling, when the tape ran out.


  Ryan said, "It's ringing!"


  Lionel grabbed the phone. When the machine at the church picked up, however, it merely signaled a long tone as well. The tape was full, and no one was there to answer either.


  "I've got to get to andré's place," Lionel said.


  "Where's that?" Ryan said.


  "In Chicago."


  "How are you going to get there?"


  "On my bike, I guess," Lionel said. "You want to go with me?"


  "Sure. But I've never ridden a bike to Chi-cago."


  "You can use my sisters bike," Lionel said.


  "No, I've got my own. Just give me a ride back to my house and I'll get mine."


  Half an hour later, Lionel and Ryan were pedaling quickly out of Mount Prospect, heading toward Chicago. Lionel hoped he would recognize the same landmarks he did while riding in the car. It seemed to take so long to get to each one while riding bikes. He soon realized he was going too fast to keep up his endurance. "Let's slow down," he hol-lered. "Let's save our strength. It's going to be a long trip."


  The boys reached andré's neighborhood around eleven o'clock. Lionel had never been out that late alone before, and he was intrigued that no one seemed to mind. He couldn't imagine riding his bike through cordoned-off expressways and side streets on his way to the inner city of Chicago without being stopped by the police. It simply seemed too strange that two young boys would be out on their bikes in Chicago at this time of the night.


  Had it not been for his grief and his fear and his anxiety over Uncle andré, Lionel might have enjoyed an adventure like this. But just then he couldn't imagine ever enjoying any-thing again. He sure hoped Bruce Barnes was right and that he was still eligible to become a Christian, even at this late date. It was awful that he had missed the truth the first time around, especially when he knew better. He sure didn't want to live through a period like this and lose out on heaven altogether.


  "How do your legs feel?" Lionel asked Ryan. "Tight and heavy?"


  "Yeah," Ryan said. "I can't imagine riding all the way back to Mount Prospect tonight."


  "But we have to," Lionel said. "The only people I would want to stay with down here are all gone. I wouldn't feel safe with the ones who are left."


  When Lionel and Ryan came within sight of the tacky little hotel where andré rented a room, a couple of policemen were getting back into their cruiser. The one getting in the passenger side noticed the boys.


  "No time to even deal with you two tonight," he said. "Why don't you just run along home?"


  "I'm looking for someone," Lionel said.


  "Who isn't?" the cop said.


  "My uncle lives in this building," Lionel said. He gave the officer andré's full name.


  The cops glanced at each other with what Lionel sensed was a knowing look. "Should I tell him?" the one cop said to the other.


  The driver shrugged. "Why not?"


  "Son, your uncle is the reason we were called off traffic duty, where we've been all day. He was found in his apartment a couple of hours ago. His body was just loaded onto an ambulance and taken to one of the morgues set up at a high school about seven blocks down the street here."


  "A morgue?" Lionel said, his voice tight.


  "Yeah. Sorry."


  "How did he die?"


  "I'm not at liberty to tell you that, son. You can take it up with the people at the morgue. I'm real sorry, but we've gotta go. You boys should be getting back home now. You've got somebody to go to?"


  "We'll be all right," Lionel said. But he wasn't all right, and he knew Ryan wasn't either.


  Lionel realized that he and Ryan finally had something in common. Now they both had people they loved who were dead and gone, and not to heaven.


  Lionel thought he should identify his uncle's body, but he didn't want to see andré that way. He didn't really want to know how andré killed himself either, if that was really the way he died. What difference did it make whether he had killed himself or was mur-dered? He was gone. There was no more hope for him. And Lionel had one more rea-son to grieve.


  Lionel and Ryan rode back to Ryan's house in silence. The trip home took even longer than the trip to Chicago. Ryan seemed as starved as Lionel felt, and they stuffed crack-ers in their mouths and washed them down with soft drinks before stretching out in the tent. It was well after midnight by now, and Lionel heard Ryan whimpering in the dark. He was crying himself to sleep.


  And Lionel did the same.


  _________________________


  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  Ordeal at O'Hare


  JUDDand Vicki reached the entrance road to O'Hare, just past Mannheim Road, late in the evening, about the time Lionel and Ryan were heading back to Mount Prospect from Chicago.


  Judd had never seen anything like this in his life. He and Vicki found themselves wan-dering, along with hundreds, maybe thou-sands of others, who were coming to or going from the giant airport for a variety of reasons. Many, it was clear, had come to O'Hare hoping to find a friend or loved one alive. The people coming the other way, those exiting the airport, had either been unable to get their cars out of the parking garage or unable to find a taxi or limo to get them home.


  It was hard for Judd to imagine how anyone could hope to get out of this place in a car. Traffic was jammed in and out of the place, and tempers ran short. All around them, Judd and Vicki could hear people shouting at each other. The occasional limo or cab would break from the pack and race along the grassy median and up onto Mann-heim Road or another artery.


  As they got closer and closer to the massive parking garage, Judd struck up conversations with others who were on missions similar to his. "Doesn't look like we're gonna be getting our cars out of here tonight," a middle-aged man groused to Judd.


  "Nope," Judd said. "But I have to try any-way."


  "I see lots of activity up there, cranes, tow trucks, cops. I don't know what they're doing."


  "I don't either," Judd said. "I parked at the end of one row, so maybe I'll get lucky."


  "Don't count on it."


  At the parking garage, cops with bullhorns were stationed at the entrance. Judd heard one explain the process. "You're free to go sit in your car, if you wish," the cop said. "But don't start the engine until you see a clear pathway to the exit ramp. So far only those parked on levels one and two have even a chance of getting out into the traffic jam here, and you can see you're not going to get far anyway."


  "I'm on level two," Judd told Vicki. "Maybe they've cleared the way for me."


  The cop told everyone the elevators were not running, the pay booths were wide open, and that any looters or suspected car thieves would be shot on sight.


  All over the multistory garage, workers labored to clear cars whose drivers had disap-peared. Hundreds of cars had been coming into and leaving the garage when the Rapture had occurred. A little less than a quarter of those vehicles had been manned by people who were now gone. Their cars had continued until they struck other cars or walls, and there they sat, idling until they were out of gas.


  Some of those cars had apparently had full tanks of gas, and if they were still running, workers were able to move them. The biggest job was finding a place for all those empty cars, just to get them out of the way. A long walkway snaked from the garage to the taxi-cab staging area, which was empty. All the cabs and cabbies swarmed the departure and arrival levels, seeking riders.


  Of course, many of the cab drivers had dis-appeared as well. Fortunately, with so many others in the immediate area when that hap-pened, this had resulted in just a bunch of fender benders. Other cabbies had grabbed those idling hacks and gotten them out of the way.


  Judd shuddered as he and Vicki walked through the garage, passing cars with full suits of clothes in the driver's seat. He saw the occasional car with a stunned or weeping person who was sitting atop someone else's clothes, trying to maneuver the car out of the tangled mess.


  Everywhere, workers were adding a gallon or two of gas to cars that had idled their fuel away. The workers all wore surgical gloves and masks, no one knowing what germs or diseases might have been left by whatever it was that had made these people disappear. Judd knew there was nothing to be afraid of, but he couldn't blame the emergency person-nel for being careful.


  At one end of the parking garage, a huge crane had been brought in, probably from a construction site at the airport. It was being used to lift cars over the guardrail and set them gently down in an area near the end of the garage.


  When Judd found his fathers car at the end of one row, he realized he was not in an advantageous position. Four cars blocked his, and in the row he would have to reach to get to the exit, workers were laboring over a gridlock of steel. A Chevy Blazer whose driver had disappeared had climbed one of the combination wood and steel parking guard-rails and hung itself up. It was still idling.


  Judd carefully surveyed the situation. Four cars were lined up bumper to bumper from the wall at the end of the line where he had parked. They extended back past where he needed to back up.


  "Vicki," he said, "do you think if we could get all four of those cars pushed back, I could get out of that parking spot?"


  "I don't know," she said. "Let's walk it off and measure it."


  There was a gap between the last of those four cars and a smashed up mess behind them. The question was, was the gap wide enough for all four cars? Measuring it with their steps, Judd and Vicki came to the con-clusion that there was room for the four cars, but not much room for Judd to back out. He would have to do it in several moves if he could do it at all.-They had to try.


  'We'll just have to take them one at a time," Judd said. He peered into the window of the last car in line.


  There were no clothes on the seat. The engine was off, but the keys were still in the ignition. "This must have been someone who panicked and ran off," he said. "Lucky for us they left their keys."


  Judd started the engine and backed the car up as far as possible. He slowly maneuvered it until it tapped the first car in its way.


  "The next car is still running!" Vicki shouted.


  "Back it up here," Judd said.


  "I've never driven," Vicki said. "You'd bet-ter do it."


  Judd jogged up and opened the door, quickly realizing why Vicki didn't even want to try. This car was full of empty clothes. In the drivers seat was a woman's suit. Her shoes were on the floor. Atop the clothes were her glasses, necklace, earrings, and something that appeared to have fallen from her hair. As usual, Judd found dental fillings. On the floor, near the shoes, were the woman's watch and rings.


  Judd smelled perfume. He held his breath. Not wanting to step on her belongings, he gathered them up and set them between the two front seats. On the passenger side, a man's suit and his belongings were draped where he had sat. Judd glanced in the back-seat, where two people who had been sitting close had left everything but flesh and bone.


  That gave Judd the willies, but he had to do what he had to do. He depressed the brake, shifted from drive into reverse, and backed the car out of the way.


  The next car had its formerly lone occu-pant's clothes on the seat behind the wheel. Judd tossed these onto the passenger side and kicked the shoes out of the way. The car was in drive and the key was on, but it had run out of gas. "I'm gonna need your help here, Vicki," he said. "I'm going to shift this into neutral, then I'm gonna need you to steer it while I try to push it back into those other ones."


  "I really don't want to be in that car with those clothes," Vicki said. "Anyway, I've never driven."


  "This isn't driving," Judd said. "You'll just be keeping it straight until it touches that car back there."


  "Please! I really don't want to do this."


  "Well, what do you suggest? How are we going to get out of here if you don't help me?"


  "Let me push," she said. "You steer."


  "We can try," Judd said, "but I don't think you realize how heavy this car is."


  "I'm pretty strong."


  "Suit yourself. Try it."


  Judd put the car in neutral, and Vicki climbed atop the hood. She put her feet on the trunk of the car ahead and wedged her-self between the two cars. She pushed with all her might, trying to roll the car backward. It wouldn't budge. Judd openedthe door and put his foot on the floor to help push that way.


  Nothing.


  "I'm bigger than you are, Vicki. Let me try pushing while you steer."


  "I told you I'm not getting in that car, and I'm not. Think of something else."


  "There is nothing else. What are we sup-posed to do?"


  "Just make sure the wheels are straight, Judd. Then we can both push. So what if it hits those cars back there? It's not going to move unless we both push it anyway."


  Judd couldn't argue with that. Without the engine running, the power steering did not work. Straightening the wheels of that car was like driving a truck with no power steer-ing at all. It took all of Judd's might to get the wheels to turn a couple of inches. He had to keep getting out to check whether they were lined up. When they were straight, he joined Vicki on the bumpers between the cars. With both of them putting their entire weight and muscle between the cars, the one finally began to slowly roll. Within seconds it had picked up a little speed, and Judd and Vicki dropped down from their perch on the second car. Judd ran to the drivers side and whipped open the door, feeling the tremen-dous weight and momentum of the vehicle. As it neared the car behind it, Judd jumped in. But before he could apply the brake or shift into park, the car smashed into the grille of the vehicle behind it.


  Now there was barely enough room left between that car and the one pressed up against the wall near Judd's. What tricky problem might that offer?


  Judd noticed that the front tires of the last car were turned sharply to the left. There were no clothes on the seat. No keys in the ignition. And the doors were locked. "This was obviously being driven by someone who had just started to turn left toward the exit when he was hit from behind by that other car."


  "So he just left?" Vicki said.


  "Wouldn't you have? You get hit by a car from behind and plow into the cement wall. You get out to see what happened and the car behind you gets hit and the car behind that one gets hit. There are no drivers in the middle two cars, only clothes. The driver of the last car runs off, leaving his keys in it. What would you do?"


  "I guess I might turn mine off, take my keys, and lock my doors too," Vicki admitted.


  "I'm going to have to break the window to get into this car," Judd said.


  "I don't know much about cars," Vicki said, "but what good will it do you to get into that car if the keys aren't there?"


  "Good point," Judd said. "But somehow I've got to get this car out of the way if we're going to get out of this parking lot."


  Judd and Vicki stood there surveying the situation and sizing up the possibilities.


  "There's no way you're going to be able to back out of your space without at least clip-ping the bumper of that car," Vicki said. "Do you think your car could push that one out of the way a little bit? You'd still have a tough time backing out and getting around it, but it may be your only chance."


  "No harm in trying," Judd said. "I can't think of anything else."


  Judd told Vicki to line herself up near the crashed car and try to guide him with hand signals so he would come as close to missing it as possible. If he had to hit it, he'd hit it. If he had to hit it hard, he'd do that too. What-ever it took to push it out of the way, that was what he had to do.


  Judd got into his car and started the engine. He looked in his rearview mirror and didn't see Vicki. He looked at the mirror on the door and saw her standing there, motion-ing him to start backing out. He pretended to busy himself with something else in the car on the seat. He had to stall. It wasn't that he didn't want to do this, it was just that he was suddenly overcome with a feeling of such sadness and loneliness and grief that he could barely move.


  What was it about merely being inside the car with Vicki outside that made him feel so alone? It was almost as if he was in a trance. He still longed for this to be just a bad dream, but he knew it wasn't. He was tired. He wanted to lean over and put his head on the passenger seat and close his eyes. He fought tears. He fought drowsiness. He heard Vicki call out, "OK! OK, Judd!"


  He waved and shifted into reverse. Judd slowly began to back out, carefully watching Vicki's signals.


  She made a circular motion with her index finger, and he turned the wheel. It was the wrong way. She quickly reversed the motion. He felt his car nudge the one next to him. He pulled back in and straightened out, taking another shot at it. This time he turned the other way and she signaled him until he was within inches of the crashed car behind him. He rolled down his window. "No way to clear it?" he asked.


  "No way," she said.


  "Let me get a line on it, then," he said. "I want to have the straightest shot at that bumper I can get in this small space."


  "Back straight up from where you are then," Vicki said.


  When Judd did, the bumper of his car finally nudged the car in the way. "I'm gonna go back up to the guardrail now," he said. "Let me know if I get out of line."


  Judd edged forward slowly. At one point Vicki said, "Right, right, right." Judd feath-ered the steering wheel to the right. "Perfect," Vicki said. "As soon as you touch the guard-rail, you're right in line."


  "You'd better get out of the way, then," Judd said. "I'm going to have to ram it."


  He waited until Vicki was clear. With his seat belt fastened, Judd took a deep breath, grimaced, and closed his eyes. He floored the accelerator.


  With a squeal of tires, a crash, and a scrap-ing, the blocking car was driven out of the way. Vicki yelped, and Judd didn't know if it was out of fear or excitement. Whichever, their little plan had succeeded, at least for the moment.


  She jumped into the passenger's side and buckled herself in. Judd was able to back out of his parking space behind the car he had just pushed and would have to keep bump-ing it to give him room to get around it and head toward the exit. Once he did that, it appeared he had a fairly clear shot past the pay booths and into the gridlock of traffic that appeared to have moved hardly an inch since this whole ordeal had begun.


  Vicki put her hand on Judd's arm. He stopped about six feet back of where emer-gency crews were still trying to extricate the idling Blazer from the guardrail. "It looks clear," Judd said. "I'm sure we can get past."


  "I know," she said. "I just thought maybe we should thank God for helping us get out of here."


  Judd nodded and bowed his head, won-dering if she meant he should pray aloud, or she was going to, or what? When she said nothing, he began. "Lord, thanks. We didn't know what to--"


  A nearly deafening engine roar and high-pitched squeal made Judd jump, and he looked up just in time to see workers diving out of the way of the Blazer. It had been lodged into the guardrail at a crazy angle, and apparently someone decided to set something on the accelerator and shift it into gear while others attempted to rock it free.


  Whatever they had lodged against the gas pedal had made the engine race at top speed. Three wheels spun crazily, causing the screeching, but the fourth bit deep into the rail. The Blazer shuddered and shook, appearing as if it might explode. The tires sent smelly smoke everywhere.


  As Judd and Vicki watched, the stuck tire somehow dislodged and sent the Blazer nose first into the low concrete ceiling with a hor-rific crash. All four wheels now burning rub-ber, the empty Blazer hit the floor, bouncing and careening into the cars around it.


  The four-wheel-drive vehicle lurched directly in front of Judd, slammed the next guardrail, and flipped over forward, landing atop the last car he had moved. It drove the roof of that car all the way to the seat and rested atop the wreckage, tires still racing. The workers sprinted to the crash, and one reached in to turn off the engine.


  Judd sat there with his mouth open. He turned to look at Vicki, whose eyes were wide and unblinking.


  "We could have been killed," she said. "If that had happened a couple of minutes ago, we would be dead for sure."


  "Just think if we had gotten here earlier," Judd said, "and hadn't received Christ yet."


  Now Judd knew exactly how to pray, and there was no awkwardness or wondering how to begin.


  There was a certain sense of freedom in being able to drive even those few yards from the tangled garage and into the stalled traffic, but Judd knew that they wouldn't be getting far very fast that night. To him, this traffic jam was just like his new life. He knew where he was going, but he had no idea how he was going to get there, or when.


  _________________________


  


  CHAPTER FIVE


  More Shocks


  LIONELawoke, terribly uncomfortable, about an hour before dawn. Ryan had provided him with a sleeping bag, but the Daleys' backyard, despite its manicured appearance, was hard and bumpy anyway.


  His back was sore, his whole body ached from the long bike ride, and he was still sad.


  Lionel tried to pray. When he had been a phony, a kid in a Christian family who pre-tended to be like everyone else in the clan, it never surprised him that God seemed dis-tant. He couldn't remember when God had seemed close. He knew that was because he had never become a true Christian, and that was also why he had been left behind.


  But now shouldn't it be different? He knew God was real. He knew the Bible was true. And he knew for sure that when he had finally prayed to receive Christ--- even though it was too late for him to be "caught up together in the clouds" with his family to meet Christ, as the Bible put it--- God truly heard him. He felt forgiven, and he was sure he was saved. But his grief over the loss of his parents--- though they were in heaven and not dead--- and his horror over what had happened to Uncle andré, plus the sheer exhaustion of trying to figure out what to do next, had caught up with him.


  Whatever warm fuzzy feeling he might have hoped would go with his decision and his salvation had been covered over by his sense of regret and loss. And so he prayed. Just like before, it seemed his prayers were bouncing off the ceiling--- or in this case, the canvas roof of the tent.


  Lionel rolled onto his side and squinted at Ryan in the darkness. The little guy was sleeping soundly. At least he was sleeping deeply. Lionel had no idea whether it was really a sound sleep or not. What a horrible thing Ryan had been through. He didn't know what this was all about, but to him it had to look like something very spooky. It was one thing to be offered hope, to know you could still come to Christ and be saved for the future. But Ryan's parents had been killed and certainly didn't seem to have been Christians.


  It was no wonder Ryan seemed angry, even angry with God. If all of what had happened was true, the way Bruce Barnes explained it--- and Lionel knew it was--- Ryan had to be drowning in confusion.


  What must he think of a God who would allow his parents to die and leave him behind while Christians disap-peared into heaven?


  Lionel's prayers to that point had been centered on himself. But now he found him-self praying for other people. He knew it was hopeless to pray about something that had already happened, but he couldn't help pleading with God to assure him that maybe, just maybe, andré had come to Christ before he was murdered or committed suicide. He even prayed the same thing for Ryan's par-ents. Was it possible someone could have been telling Mr. Daley about Christ just before the pilot of his plane disappeared, and could he have been saved just before they crashed?


  Lionel knew that was a long shot, and he could never know anyway, but he could hope, couldn't he?


  And as long as he was hoping, maybe Mrs. Daley had had someone rush to her before she died and tell her about Jesus.


  Lionel leaned on his elbow. He knew he was hoping for too much. Quietly, he rolled over and stood, ducking to keep from hitting the top of the tent. He wanted to groan like his father did after sitting or lying in the same position for too long. But Lionel didn't want to wake Ryan. And anyway, he wasn't a middle-aged man. He was thirteen years old. There was no need to groan. He had simply overdone it, that was all.


  Lionel moved to the flap and began unzip-ping it. He heard Ryan grunt and move, so he stopped and waited. An inch at a time, he carefully opened the flap and moved outside into the cool dew. He wanted to go to the bathroom, and there was nothing about Ryan's house that scared him. In fact, he wished Ryan would get over his fear so they could enjoy a little more comfort. He knew he would sleep better in the house, whether Ryan would or not.


  Lionel tiptoed inside. After using the bath-room, he sat in the kitchen, staring at the pho-tographs stuck to the refrigerator. Lionel hadn't known too many only children. Almost everybody he knew had at least one brother or sister, and most had more than that.


  Lionel decided he would not have wanted to be an only child. Sure, there had to be advantages, but he would have missed knowing his older sister Clarice, the one he usually just called Reece. If ever there was someone who really lived out her faith, it was Reece. His mother and dad had been good Chris-tians too, but it's hard to see only the good sides of your parents. His little brother and sister, Ronnie and Talia, had been great kids too, though they usually had gotten on his nerves.


  It was Clarice who had almost made him a believer in time to be ready for the Rapture. She hadn't known he wasn't a Christian, of course. No one had, except andré. And where was andré now?


  Clarice, with her sweet spirit and her prayer life, and the way her smile had seemed to sum up her whole life--- she had been the best example of a Christian he knew. Maybe she had been too good an example.


  There had been times he knew he couldn't live up to her example, even if he had been a Christian. Now he knew how dumb he had been. He knew better. He knew he wasn't supposed to live up to anything.


  He was just supposed to trust Christ and be thankful for the gift of salvation. But it was a gift he had never received.


  Lionel noticed Mr. Ryan's sales awards. Those didn't mean much now. Ryan might have been proud of his dad, but whatever he had done and however he had been rewarded, that hadn't helped him when the end came.


  Lionel moseyed back outside and began unzipping the tent flap again. He heard Ryan-gasp. "Lionel!


  Someone's trying to get in!"


  "It's just me, Ryan. I was inside."


  "Oh! You scared me!"


  "Sorry. It was just getting too close in here."


  "I'm not going to be able to stand staying in this tent, Lionel. But I can't go into my house either. It's like a nightmare, like I can't even force myself to go through the door. Does your house feel that way to you?"


  "Sort of, but I think I'll get over it. I mean, those clothes give me the creeps, but maybe if I just gathered


  'em up and put 'em away, it wouldn't be so bad. I think one night in this tent is enough for me too. You wanna just go to my place now?"


  "I was hoping you'd say that."


  It was still dark when Ryan and Lionel packed their stuff in backpacks and rode off toward Lionel's.


  They both skidded to a stop two blocks from Lionel's house several min-utes later, just as it came into view. A beat up old car was parked out front, next to a late-model van, and men were moving in and out of the house.


  "Who are they?" Ryan asked.


  "I have no idea," Lionel said, his heart thumping. "Let's get loser without letting them see us."


  He and Ryan took a left and circled around the back way. "I wonder if there looters," Lionel whispered when they dismounted and came toward the house from the back.


  "Robbing your house?" Ryan said. "That's happening a lot."


  "I can't let 'em do it," Lionel said.


  "There are a lot of them and only one of you."


  "There are two of us, Ryan."


  "Don't get me in on this. This isn't my fight."


  "What're you now, a chicken? I would have defended your house against looters. You want 'em to clean me out?"


  "What do I care? It's not my place."


  "Some kind of a friend you are."


  "I never said I was your friend, Lionel."


  Lionel stopped and stared at Ryan. What was this all of a sudden? "Oh, I get it," he said. "I'm fine as long as I'm keeping you company and giving you something to think about besides yourself and your parents. But as soon as I need you to help me a little, you're done with me."


  "I'm only saying we just met, Lionel. Don't go thinking I'm your best friend who's going to be with you through everything."


  "Believe me, Ryan, I'll never make that mistake again. Why don't you ride on home and stay in your tent until you're brave enough to go in the house."


  "Stop it! That's not fair!"


  "Face it, Ryan, you're a coward."


  "What're you gonna do, Lionel? Take on these guys by yourself?"


  "Looks like I might have to. This is my house. I can't let people walk off with our stuff.


  "I'll stay here and be ready to call for help if you need it."


  "Well, I sure hope no one sneaks up behind you and says boo! "


  Ryan crouched in the alley, shaking his head. Lionel crept toward the house.


  -----+-----


  Just before dawn, Judd Thompson Jr. pulled into the trailer park where Vicki Byrne lived. It was a good thing they had talked all night in the heavy stop-and-go traffic all the way from O'Hare to Mount Prospect, because she was sleeping now. Judd didn't have to wake her after getting directions to her place.


  He couldn't remember having been some-where like this before. He had an uncle who had lived in a trailer when Judd was a very small boy, but his recollections of the place were vague. He remembered his uncle more than his uncle's trailer. He certainly didn't remember it being as run-down as the ones in this park, and he would have been a scared little kid if he had seen the rough characters then that he was seeing now. They were shirtless, tattooed, scowling bearded men and hard-looking women who appeared as if they would just as soon smack you as look at you.


  One of the black leather-clad men stepped in front of Judd's car and slammed both palms on the hood.


  'Where do you think you're goin', boy!"


  Judd hit the brake and rolled his window down a couple of inches. He was so scared he could hardly speak. Fortunately, he didn't have to. "Wait, Judd! " Vicki said, roused by the noise. "I know this guy!"


  She leaned across Judd and rolled his window all the way down. "What's going on, Vince?"


  "What's going on?" he repeated. "You don't know what's going on? Where you been?"


  "With a friend. Now what's up?"


  "Well, while we were sleeping, somebody came through here and looted and burned all the trailers where nobody was home. Some of the trailers are trashed, and some of 'em are burned to the ground."


  "What about ours?"


  "You don't want to know."


  "Yes I do! Now what?"


  "Burned, Vick. I'm sorry. You know if we'd a seen anybody, we'd a killed 'em."


  "I know you would."


  "So, where are your people?"


  "Disappeared, Vince."


  Vince stepped back and ran his hand through his hair. "Wow! No kiddin'! What about your brother up north?"


  "Gone too."


  "You're sure?"


  "Yup. Totally. I'm the only one left."


  "What do you make of this, Vicki? You're not buyin that this is all God's doing, are you?"


  "As a matter of fact I am, Vince. Look around. Look who's missing. What else could it be?"


  "I sure hope you're wrong."


  "I hope I'm not. Can we get back there and see the trailer?"


  "Probably. There's not much to see. You sure you want to?"


  "I want to."


  "Take it easy."


  Vince backed out of the way and waved Judd on. "Let this guy through!" Vince hol-lered. "Leave this car alone! It's Vicki and a friend!"


  As Judd carefully maneuvered his way through the water and mud and debris, peo-ple along the asphalt drive and walkways approached the car with sad faces and sor-rowful comments to Vicki. "We're sorry, sweetheart," they said. "You can stay with us. Call us. Come for dinner. We'll help you."


  Vicki waved her thanks at each person and showed Judd where to drive. When what was left of the Byrne family trailer came into view, she gasped. Judd couldn't even make out the color of the accents or the trim. The trailer was just a pile of twisted, smoking, blistered metal now. Its tires were flat and melted, only the stabilizing bar and bricks still recognizable.


  Vicki lowered her head and sobbed as the crowd that had gathered around the trailer slowly moved away, seeming to Judd to want to leave Vicki to her own grief. He had heard her story. He knew she would not have felt any emotional attachment to this place before. But what must it now represent for her? She had grown up here, rebelled against her parents here, broken their curfew here.


  She had learned to smoke and drink and run with a bad crowd. And though she had hated it, she had seen her parents and her brother and sister come to Christ in this little home. Now they were gone, she was alone, and the trailer was no more.


  At least,Judd thought, she knows the truth now.


  _________________________


  


  CHAPTER SIX


  Showdown


  LIONELWashington could barely breathe as he sneaked up to the driveway at the side of his own house. He peered into the basement win-dow where he and his uncle andré had shared the foldout couch just two nights before, the night of the vanishings all over the world.


  Someone appeared to be setting up house-keeping down there. Lionel saw boxes of food, piles of strange clothes, a fan, a clock, a small bedside stand. Who thought they were free to move into his house, just because the rest of his family was gone? He thought he would find people taking stuff away, not moving stuff in.


  Two men about Lionel's uncle's age burst from the door in a trot, heading toward the van. Lionel was startled but scampered back to behind the corner of the house before they noticed him. "This is going to be great," one of them said. "This is a good way for andré to work off his debt."


  "You gonna let him stay here?"


  The other laughed. "He's the one who put us onto this place, man! 'Course he can stay here. Long as he behaves himself."


  They were both laughing now as the door slapped shut behind them. While they were busy in the van, Lionel slipped into the house and up the stairs. Three or four other people were inside, but they ignored him. What was this, anyway?


  Clearly, these people were moving in, tak-ing over the house as if it were their own. The piles of clothes that had been the only remaining evidence of the other members of Lionel's family had already been gathered up and put somewhere. Lionel bounded down the stairs to see if his fathers pajamas and robe and slippers were gone too.


  At the bottom of the stairs he was met by the two who had gone out to the van. He rec-ognized them as andré's so-called friends, the ones he said he owed money. "Well, if it ain't the nephew!" the taller one said. "What's your name again?"


  Lionel was not as brave as he tried to sound. "My name's Washington, and this is my house."


  "Is it now? You own this place?"


  "My family does."


  "But your family is gone, ain't it?"


  "So what?"


  "So you need someone to look out for you and take care of the place, and that's what we're going to do for you. And no charge."


  "Says who?"


  "Says us, punk, so watch your mouth. andré told us everybody but you disappeared from this place.


  He's got seniority in the fam-ily now."


  "What's that mean?"


  "That means of the only two people left who can claim this place, he's the oldest. I mean, he is older than you, ain't he?"


  "'Course."


  "Well, there you go."


  "So where is my uncle andré?"


  "He's around."


  "How do you know?"


  "He owes us money, that's how we know. He'll show up here, and he'll let us stay until he pays. We know he'll never pay. Why should he? This is the best deal for him and for us."


  Lionel wanted to ask them what they would say if he told them andré was dead. But he didn't want to give that away yet. When he said nothing, the shorter guy said, "Don't worry, little dude. You can stay here too. Just stay out of our way and keep your mouth shut."


  "In my own house?"


  "You'd better get used to the fact that this is not your house anymore, kid."


  "What if I call the police?"


  "You think the police have time to worry about you right now? We could kill you and bury you and leave a pile of your clothes on a chair, and they'd believe you were one of those people who disappeared. Trust me, boy, you're better off with a place to stay. We'll even let you eat, maybe teach you the business."


  "The business?"


  "The business of makin' money, son."


  "Crime, you mean?"


  "To some people. To us it's business. You can get in on the ground floor. What do you say?"


  Lionel was afraid of what they might do if he tried to kick them out. He didn't want them to know he had no intention of staying with them. He just shrugged and trotted back upstairs. He filled his dad's old canvas duffel bag with everything--- and more than--- he thought he'd ever need, and he lugged it downstairs.


  "Pick your own place to crash, dude," the taller one said. "After all, this was your house."


  "It still is!" Lionel yelled as he ran past them and out the door. He was shocked that they ignored him.


  No one even tried to catch him as he raced down the driveway, into the alley, and back toward the bikes, where he hoped Ryan was standing guard. The bikes were there. Ryan wasn't.


  -----+-----


  "Wait here, please," Vicki Byrne told Judd. She stepped out of the car and stood staring at the pile of rubble that had once been her home. She was puzzled at her own reaction. How she had once hated this place! It was too small, too dingy. It told the world she was poor, that her family was of little account, that she was trailer trash.


  That very trailer had made her resent peo-ple who lived in normal homes, let alone rich people who lived in large houses. She had assumed all kinds of evil things about people who seemed above her in society.


  She didn't know if it was true that they were mean and nasty and selfish, but it made her feel a little better to think they were not wor-thy of whatever they had and she didn't.


  But now, as she stood in the cool of the morning, staring at the slowly rising smoke and smelling the acrid fumes, she was over-come with a longing for that little trailer house. She remembered how it looked, how it smelled, how it creaked when she walked through it. She had even learned where to step to keep from making noise when she tried to sneak in after curfew.


  That seemed so long ago now, but it had been just two nights before that she thought she had gotten away with something. She had sneaked in late and thought her parents were asleep. Only later did she realize that they and her little sister and her big brother in Michigan had been among those who had disappeared before midnight Chicago time.


  Was it only her realization that they had been right about God that made her feel sen-timental toward a place she used to hate? Or was it just her fatigue and grief over the loss of her family that put them in a new light? She knew it was all that and more. She had finally come to see that she had been wrong about God. She knew she had been a sinner and that she needed him. And when she had committed her life to him, he began right away to change how she felt about things. She saw what a fool she had been, what an ungrateful rebel. How could she have been so blind? What had been her problem?


  She had not wanted to admit that her parents had really changed, but it was obvious to everyone, herself included. She had been so determined to hang on, to control her own life, that she refused to let anyone know she even noticed the difference. That was what hurt her the most as she gazed at the remains of everything she owned except the clothes she was wearing.


  What a strange feeling that was, knowing she would have to start over from scratch. No clothes. No belongings. No nothing.


  She turned slowly and moved back toward Judd's car. She had never hung with anyone who drove such a nice car, certainly not a sixteen-year-old. So far Judd had seemed to fit the rich-kid mold she had imagined, but there were good and nice and kind parts to him too. And like he had said, they were now brother and sister in Christ. She'd better learn to like and trust him, she decided. With not a posses-sion to her name, she was probably going to have to depend on him for a while.


  "Are you all right?" he asked when she slid back into the car.


  She shrugged. "I guess. I'm not sure what else can go wrong."


  "You're going to have to stay with me, you know," he said.


  "Oh, Judd, I couldn't expect you to do that for me."


  "I'd give you your privacy and everything. I mean, I wouldn't take advantage or do any-thing wrong or---"


  "I know. But I just couldn't---"


  "Sure you could. You have no choice."


  "Someone here will give me a place to stay."


  "No, no I insist. I have money and credit cards. My dad has some bank accounts, and I know he'd want me to use them to survive."


  "Judd, it doesn't make sense."


  "Of course it does. You need clothes, stuff, a place to live, food."


  "But why should I expect that from you?"


  "You think God is going to take care of you?"


  "Now's the best time to find out," she said.


  "Well, I'm how he's going to do it." Judd pulled slowly out of the trailer park.


  "You're what? And where are you going?"


  "I'm what God will use to take care of you. You're a Christian now, and he's going to watch over you and make sure you're taken care of. He's going to use me to do that."


  "So you're God's guy now, his right hand man?"


  "You could say that."


  "So, where are we going?"


  "To my house."


  "Judd! "


  "Just let me do this, Vicki. I really think God wants me to, and I'll feel like I'm letting him down if I don't."


  Vicki found that hard to argue with. Maybe she was supposed to let Judd do this. Maybe this really was God's way of providing for her. "But if we stay in the same house, won't we get tired of each other and start hating each other?"


  "I doubt it," Judd said, and Vicki was sur-prised. She really wasn't sure what she thought of this guy. He was not her type, and she probably never would have given him a second glance before. But he was being nice now. And that had been a nice thing to say, that he doubted he would get tired of her.


  But he didn't know her either. He didn't know how she could be. She was indepen-dent and crabby and grouchy and self--centered. At least she had been that way. Could it be that those were things God would start to change in her? Or would she have the same personality and character, but just be a Christian now? She wasn't sure how it all worked, but she knew her parents had seemed different almost overnight.


  She felt different; she knew that. Even with the fear and the dread of having lost every-one close to her in an instant, she found her-self thinking of other people. Not every second, and not every time. But in just the few short hours she had lived since deciding to become a Christian, she noticed some changes.


  "I'll check it out," she told Judd. "I'll see where you live and see if it would work for a short time. But I don't plan on being in your way for long. And I can't be sure it would work out at all."


  Judd nodded. Vicki could tell he wanted it to work. But maybe he was just afraid to be alone. That was all right. So was she. It would be good to have someone to talk to.


  "I'll tell you one thing," she said, as Judd drove toward his house, "I'm starving and I'm exhausted. If you've got any food and a place for me to sleep, I'll take it."


  "Coming right up," Judd said.


  -----+-----


  Ryan Daley had panicked. He had stayed close enough to keep an eye on Lionel until Lionel had sneaked into the house. Ryan was sure Lionel would get himself kidnapped or shot or something, and then what would Ryan do? He felt like such a coward, trying to get out of doing anything dangerous. But he had just lost his parents. How was he supposed to feel brave all of a sudden?


  Ryan had crouched behind a neighbor's garage with his and Lionel's bikes. He didn't know what he would do if Lionel called for help, but he stayed out of sight and ready any-way. He was startled when Lionel went in the house when the two older guys came out to get something from the van. When they went back in, Ryan was sure Lionel was in big trou-ble. When he didn't come out for a while----and neither did the older two--- Ryan was con-vinced something awful had happened.


  Then there came Lionel, bounding out of the house with a big duffel bag over his shoulder. Ryan convinced himself that Lionel could be running only because someone was after him. A stranger. A bad guy. Someone with a knife or a gun. And Lionel was leading whoever that was right to Ryan. He didn't even take the time to mount his bike. He just ran off as fast as he could.


  He had been doing a lot of that lately.


  _________________________


  


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  Crises


  VICKIfelt awkward when Judd pulled into the driveway of his big suburban home. She had been in a house that size only twice before, both times for parties. She hadn't felt com-fortable then either. But this was different. There was no party here. There was no one here but the two of them. When was the last time she had been alone with a teenage boy without winding up drinking, smoking, doing dope, or worse?


  Judd seemed nervous, showing her around, telling her she could stay in the guest bedroom downstairs while he would keep his room upstairs. "Doesn't it give you the creeps to stay so close to where the rest of your family used to be?" she asked.


  "A little," he said. "But I have no choice. Where else would I go?"


  Vicki had just been thinking the same thing. She didn't say so. All she said was, "I hate to ask, but do you have anything to eat around here?"


  "Name it," Judd said. "We have anything and everything you want."


  Vicki and Judd raided the refrigerator and ate well. She noticed he was as heavy-eyed as she was. "I don't like to sleep during the day," she said. "But I'm going to pass out sit-ting here if I don't lie down."


  Judd pointed to the guest room. "I'm going to sleep too," he said. I wouldn't be surprised if I sleep all day and all night, but I've never done that before. More likely, I'll wake up after seven or eight hours, like I always do."


  "Me too," she said. "But I don't remember ever being so exhausted."


  "I'd say we've been through a lot, wouldn't you?" he said.


  They both laughed for the first time since they'd known each other.


  Vicki quickly grew serious. She said, "You know, Judd, I'm going to have to ask you to run me somewhere tomorrow so I can get some clothes. I'll keep track of whatever it costs and pay you back."


  "No problem," he said, "but first you ought to check my mom's closet. She was about your size."


  "Really? What size was she?"


  "I don't know. She was about your size, that's all I know."


  "Wow," Vicki said. "I hope I'm still thin when I'm her age."


  "If you believe what Bruce Barnes believes, we haven't got much more than seven years to live anyway."


  "Plenty of time to get fat," Vicki said, shrugging. What kind of a remark was that? She had never engaged in small talk with anyone before. In the past everything she talked about had been centered on what she liked or didn't like, what she was going to do or not do. She hated talking about normal things--- "nothing" things, she always called them. This was the stuff adults and other boring types always talked about.


  "You can have whatever you want of my mom's stuff," Judd said. "I mean, she's obvi-ously not coming back. Will it make you feel weird?"


  "Weird?"


  "Wearing someone else's clothes, someone who disappeared."


  "How will you feel seeing me in your mom's clothes?"


  "I don't guess I'd mind. You'll probably wear them differently--- I mean, tied up or cut off or tucked in or untucked or whatever."


  "Yeah, and I hope it will be temporary anyway. I want to get a job and get myself some new stuff."


  "Sure. But meanwhile..."


  "Meanwhile I'll try to get by if there's any-thing that works, so I won't have to wear dirty clothes."


  "Good. You want to look for some stuff now, in case you want to change when you get up? I mean, you don't have to. You look perfectly fine, but you might want some fresh ... not that what you're wearing doesn't look fresh or anything, but---"


  "It's all right, Judd. Yes, I would like to see if there's something I could wear when I wake up. Did your mother wear jeans, sweat-ers, that kind of stuff, or only dresses and old ladies' stuff?"


  "Here's a picture of her."


  Vicki studied the photograph of a very youthful, trim, and definitely petite woman. "Is this a recent picture?"


  "Yeah."


  "She looks very stylish."


  "My friends said she was a babe."


  "To her face?"


  "No, to mine. I was proud of her."


  Judd was talking about his mother as if she were dead. It seemed to Vicki his voice was about to break.


  "I can see why you were proud of her," Vicki said. "If she has a lot of clothes like this, I'd be honored to wear them. Remem-ber, Judd, she's not dead. If everything we believe is true, and we both know it is, she's in heaven."


  "I know," he said, sitting on the couch and sighing. "But she might as well be dead. She's dead to me. I won't see her again."


  "Not here, anyway," Vicki agreed, "but in heaven or when Jesus comes back."


  "I guess I wouldn't want to see her in heaven," Judd said. "That would mean I'd have to die within the next seven years."


  "Not necessarily," Vicki said, yawning. "Bruce says the seven last years don't actually begin until Israel signs some sort of a treaty with that Antichrist guy."


  Again Vicki was stunned at what was com-ing out of her own mouth. Would she have heard of or known any of this a week ago? Would she have cared? Would she have talked about it? Hardly. She had never cared about politics, especially international poli-tics. She didn't really care about much outside her own trailer park. Now not only was life in the park gone, but she also was talking about global affairs with a rich kid she had just met.


  "Nobody even knows if the Antichrist is around yet," Judd said. "But Bruce said he already has his eye on somebody."


  "I don't think I'd even want to know who it was," Vicki said.


  "I sure do," Judd said. "I don't want to be sucked in by him and fooled."


  "Well, that's true."


  "You want to look at those clothes now?"


  "Sure. Then I'm getting some sleep."


  Judd directed her to his parents' bedroom and left Vicki to look around in there for herself. She found it eerie. Not forty-eight hours earlier, people were living here with no idea their minutes were numbered. It was a neat room, but stuff was left about, the way it is when people think they'll be back to tidy up. A jewelry box was open. A drawer was half shut. One side of the closet was open, the other shut. Books were on the nightstands; half a glass of water was on the floor next to the bed.


  Vicki was so tired she could barely keep her eyes open. She checked the closet and wondered what it must be like to have the money to live this way. Judd's mom's closet looked like a department store.


  Shoes, slacks, blouses, blazers, dresses, belts, you name it. She had been serious when she'd said Judd's mom looked stylish, but these kinds of things had never been her style. She had favored a hotter look, a street look, lots of black and leather.


  Vicki pulled out a pantsuit that looked way too old for her, but she imagined it with the top untucked and the blazer open. She held it against her body and looked in the mirror on the back of the bedroom door.


  Vicki was startled by her own appearance. She took two steps backward and sat on the bed, the hangered pantsuit still pressed against her. She stared at her greasy hair, her makeupless face, her puffy eyes. When was the last time she had paid attention to her face without a load of makeup and mascara?


  She looked old and tired, yet her youthful-ness peeked through too. The girl in the mir-ror looked scared, tired, haggard. She had for so long hidden that little girl, trying to make herself appear older.


  Maybe it had worked, but she didn't want to appear older now. She wanted to be who she was, a fourteen-year-old girl who had finally come face-to-face with God. Finally she knew who he was and what he was about. She had given herself to him when she looked just like this, and she didn't want to change.


  Sure, she hoped she looked better when she had had a little sleep and a shower and clean hair. But she was finished trying to look like a woman in her twenties. No more hiding. No more pretending to be something she wasn't. She would wear an older woman's clothes, but she would wear them in such a way that she was honest with her-self, with others, and with God. She was a teenager who had been left behind, but she was also one who had seen what was right and acted upon it. She belonged to God now, and she would present herself to him as she really was.


  There was nothing wrong with looking nice, but she no longer felt the need to look hard, or sexy, or old.


  She lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling, Mrs. Thompson's pantsuit draped over her. In a minute, she decided, she would get up and head for the guest room. But within seconds she had drifted into a deep, deep sleep.


  -----+-----


  Ryan Daley dove behind a hedge across the street and a block behind Lionel's house. Lionel came charging by, muttering, "Where are you, you little chicken?"


  "I'm right here," Ryan answered.


  Lionel skidded to a stop and glared at Ryan. "You are a chicken!" he said. "Look at you! Hiding there like a little scared rabbit."


  "So, what am I, a chicken or a rabbit?"


  Lionel shook his head, looking disgusted. Ryan found it hard to believe this boy was only a year older than he was. Lionel seemed so much older, so much more mature. He seemed like the kind of guy who could get along on his own, who would stand up to bad guys like he had apparently just done. Ryan couldn't imagine ever doing something like that.


  "We've got to get back there and get our bikes," Lionel said. "Where'd you run off to, anyway?"


  "What do you mean?" Ryan said. "You can see where I ran off to. I'm right here, aren't I?"


  "I mean why did you run off?"


  "Because I saw you being chased."


  "No one was chasing me."


  "Why were you running then?"


  "I figured if I surprised them by bolting out of there, I'd have a big enough head start that they'd give up before they started. They must have."


  "But, Lionel, they'll get us when we go back for the bikes."


  "You want to walk all the way to your house?"


  "My house? I thoughtwe were going to stay here!"


  Lionel sighed and told Ryan the story. "So I don't think we're staying here until I can get the police to throw them out."


  "So call the police."


  "Maybe I will. But don't you think they have enough to worry about right now, with-out trying to figure out who owns my house and who should be there or shouldn't? I mean, if the cops find out I'm thirteen and the only one left in my family, they'll try to put me in some orphanage or something."


  "Orphanage?" Ryan repeated. No way. He had never heard anything good about an orphanage. Talk about a nightmare. Worst of all, when he thought about it, he realized that now he was an orphan. Being aban-doned by his parents had always been his biggest fear, and he didn't think that was just because he was an only child. He was sure he would have felt that way even if he had had brothers and sisters, and that made him wonder if Lionel felt the same. He had to, didn't he? But he believed this was all about Jesus and heaven and everything, so maybe Lionel was handling it better. At least that's the way it seemed to Ryan.


  Lionel also seemed more interested in getting their bikes. "I want my bike too," Ryan said, "but I'm still not going inside my house."


  "Man, you've got to get over that," Lionel said. "You can't sleep in a tent the rest of your life, and I know I'm not going to."


  "I just can't go in my house," Ryan said. "What are we going to do?"


  "We're going to start by getting our bikes. Now come on."


  Lionel left his duffel bag in the bushes, and Ryan followed him as he crept back toward his house. The two guys who knew andré were still casually going in and coming out of the house, unloading stuff from their van. Lionel said, "Let's wait until they've just carried some stuff in, then we can run up, get our bikes, and speed away."


  "And what if they see us and come after us in that car or that van?"


  "What if Chicken Little was right and the sky falls in?" Lionel said. "You've got to learn to take some chances, man."


  Ryan figured that was supposed to be funny, but he didn't laugh. Lionel was mak-ing him feel like a wuss. He had never felt that way before. He was an athlete, a tough guy. Kids looked up to him, respected him. What would they think of him now, running away and hiding?


  But how was he supposed to act? The worst thing that could happen to a kid had happened to him. His parents were dead and gone, and he had no one left. Anytime any-thing bad had happened in his life before, his parents had been there for him. When his dad was gone to some sales training school for three months one time, his mother had been there. When she was in the hospital for back surgery, his dad had been there. Neither could do everything the other had always done with him and for him, but they tried. And they had made do until the other parent was home and back into the routine.


  But what was he supposed to do now? Both parents were gone, and he couldn't talk to either of them about the loss of the other. He felt alone in the world. He really didn't want to irritate Lionel. If he lost this friend too, where would he be?


  "OK," Ryan said finally. "When they go in the house, they've been staying inside for a couple minutes before they come back out. As soon as the screen door slams behind them, we go. That should give us enough time."


  Lionel looked at him, and Ryan thought he actually detected admiration, or at least respect, on his face.


  "All right," Lionel said. "Now you're thinking. Let's go."


  They crouched behind a corner of the house and peered at the door. The two came out, laughing and joking. "Too easy, man," one said. "This is too easy. Easy and sweet. Wait till andré gets here."


  From the front, Ryan heard the two grunt-ing as they dragged something heavy from the van. "That's the last of it, then?" he heard.


  "Yup, that's all. Set it down a second so I can kick that door shut."


  Ryan heard the sound of the van door clos-ing. Lionel and Ryan peeked out as the two lugged a small couch up to the door at the side of the house. The two fumbled with the door, finally hollering inside for


  "one of you lazy slobs to get this door for us!"


  A young woman came running. "Just ask, you two. I'm here and I'm not lazy!"


  They moved into the house with the couch, and the screen door slapped shut behind them. Lionel took off like a shot, and Ryan was right behind him. Fast as he had been for years, he couldn't keep up with Lionel. Lionel must have been really scared or really fast because he was moving like the wind.


  They reached the bikes, and Lionel was quickly up on his and riding off in the direc-tion of his hidden duffel bag. Ryan saw his own big bag on the ground next to his bike and considered leaving it right there.


  How would he handle it and ride fast too? But he couldn't leave it. He needed everything in there. And besides, those guys weren't even coming back out to the van, were they? Hadn't they said that was all of it?


  Ryan bent to grab the bag and slowly mounted his bike, hoping to make no noise or draw any attention to himself. He had to keep one foot on the ground for balance as he slowly wobbled off, and once he had to come to a full stop to shift the weight of the bag. Just as he was starting to gain a little momentum, that scary, tingly feeling of fear raced up and down his back. Lionel was reaching down to grab his own bag from the bushes a block away, but Ryan was sure he heard footsteps and shouting behind him.


  _________________________


  


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  Taking Flight


  JUDDfound himself shy and embarrassed about having a girl in his house when he was alone. He had dated before, of course, but his parents had put such restrictions on him that he had pretty much given up asking girls out. He saw them at school and after school, but he didn't have one special girl.


  He was curious, of course, about who would be there and who would have disap-peared when school began again. And who knew when that might be? A few days ago he wouldn't have cared if he never went to school again. Now he wondered, if Bruce Barnes was right about the Rapture signaling the end of the world in about seven years, whether school was worth anything. If it was true that the Antichrist, whomever that was, might soon sign some sort of an agreement with Israel, the seven years would begin, and Jesus would return again before Judd turned twenty-four.


  While that might have convinced him that he didn't have a whole life and career to study for, he also realized how much time he had wasted in school already. For as old as he was and the grade he was in, he felt he hardly knew anything. Maybe it would be all right for school to start up again, once this traffic and fire and death mess had been cleaned up. Then he would try to learn as much as he could, at least about the basics, so he would be able to get along on his own for the rest of the time.


  If all this was true, Judd felt obligated to serve God by telling others that they still had a chance. There was certainly no reason to pursue a big moneymaking career. He may have never before had a goal, a purpose, a reason for doing anything other than pleas-ing himself, but he sure did now. True, this had been thrust upon him. He'd had little choice. Of course, he could have chosen to ignore God, to thumb his nose at the Creator and continue living for himself. But he had been a rebel, not an ignoramus.


  Clearly, God had convinced him of the truth, and now Judd had made the decision himself. He had a lot of pain and grief and regret to work through, but from now on, it was he and God all the way.


  Judd waited politely for Vicki to emerge from his parents' bedroom. He wanted to tell her she could feel free to use the shower in the master bath. When she shut the door almost all the way, he assumed she might be trying on something in front of the mirror. He didn't want to walk in on her.


  But she didn't come out, and he heard no water running. He looked at his watch and decided that in five minutes he would dis-cretely knock, tell her about the shower, and finally be able to get upstairs to collapse in his own bed. He sat on the couch and clicked on the television to check the progress of the massive cleanup. Then he decided to call Bruce Barnes and see if he and Vicki could come by that evening or the next morning, whenever they woke up, to tell him some news. Judd was sure Bruce would be thrilled that they had made their decisions. Also, he wanted to know where he might find those other two kids, Lionel and Ryan. It seemed they were all in this together and that they should watch out for each other.


  Judd muted the TV and dialed the church. He reached an answering machine with Bruce's voice on the greeting. Bruce sounded as shocked as anybody. This must've been a message he recorded within a couple of hours of the Rapture.


  The message said: "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 congregation are gone, the few of us left are maintaining the building and distrib-uting a videotape our senior pastor prepared for such a time 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 did not leave a message, figuring he'd call back after Vicki finished showering. He looked down the hall toward his parents' room. He heard nothing and the door was still nearly closed. He began to get up and head that way when he noticed bizarre images on the TV screen. He sat back down and turned the sound up.


  Breathless CNN announcers told strange stories from around the world as they showed videotaped images of people disap-pearing right out of their clothes. A husband videotaping his wife about to give birth caught the nurse's uniform floating to the ground and his wife's huge stomach going suddenly flat.


  The baby had disappeared.


  Local TV stations from around the world had submitted tapes of disappearances where the vanishings had occurred in time zones where it was daytime. Judd watched, fasci-nated, as a groom disappeared while placing the wedding ring on his bride's finger. A funeral home in Australia reported that nearly all the mourners and the corpse had disappeared from one funeral. At the same funeral home in another funeral at the same time, only a few mourners disappeared and the corpse remained.


  A video cameraman caught the action at a cemetery as three pallbearers disappeared and the other three dropped the casket, which broke open to reveal it was empty. The video panned to several freshly opened graves with bodies suddenly missing. The CNN anchorman announced that morgues all over the world reported various numbers of bodies missing.


  At a soccer game between two missionary schools in Indonesia, a parent had video-taped all but one player disappearing right from their uniforms during play. The announcer said that that one remaining player had reportedly taken his own life in his remorse over the loss of his friends. Judd knew better.


  Judd could have been that player. That suicide was the result of despair, not of remorse. That kid knew where his friends were and knew he had missed his chance. The problem was, no one had told him he had another chance.


  When the TV moved on to more mundane reports of the cleanup, of a Romanian leader planning to visit the United Nations, and of a word of comfort and encouragement from United States President Gerald Fitzhugh, Judd fought to keep his eyes open. He lay on his side on the couch, wondering if he should call out for Vicki to see if she wanted to watch any of the disappearances if they were shown again. Within minutes, with the TV droning, Judd was out. He would sleep, motionless, for hours.


  -----+-----


  Ryan Daley had been wrong about hearing something behind him. His imagination was playing such tricks on him that he was sure he heard footsteps and shouting and was cer-tain someone was gaining on him, someone who might yank him right off his bike.


  He was already wrestling with his heavy bag in one hand and trying to steer with the other while keeping his balance. When he wrenched around to see who was about to nab him, the motion threw him completely off-kilter. He was relieved to see no one there, but as he turned back to face the front, he was wobbling and careening toward the corner of a garage. He frantically jerked the handlebars the other way, which pitched him and his bag off the bike and into the side of the garage. He bounced and rolled up and over the bike and onto his head. A pedal punched a deep bruise into his side, and his forehead was scraped.


  Mostly, Ryan felt stupid. He had been knocked off his bike and injured by abso-lutely no one. He glanced back at Lionel's house. All those trespassing creeps were inside. They didn't care a whit about Ryan or Lionel or what they were up to.


  Slowly, painfully, Ryan remounted his bike and pedaled off, looking for Lionel. Lionel was riding in a circle in the street a block away, waiting. "Why didn't you come for me, man?" Ryan complained. "They could have had me!"


  "But they didn't, did they? I looked back just as you were looking back, and I saw what you saw.


  Nobody. Too bad you didn't learn to ride without running into garages."


  Ryan figured Lionel was only teasing him, but he wasn't in the mood for it and it made him mad. In fact, he felt more angry than he had in a long time. Ryan had been known to be a bit of a hothead in sports when things didn't go his way. And he could scream and yell at Raymie Steele and his other friends once in a while. But he felt such a rage at Lionel that he could hardly contain himself. He wanted to kill this kid, despite the fact that right then Lionel was the last friend Ryan had in the world--- at least that he knew of.


  Ryan imagined himself jumping off his bike and charging Lionel, knocking him off his own bike and pounding him into the ground. He wondered if Lionel knew what he was thinking, because Lionel looked strangely at Ryan, as if he was worried about him.


  "Are you OK, man?" Lionel asked.


  "Of course I'm not OK!" Ryan shot back. "How could I be OK? My parents are dead, I don't believe in God--- at least a God who would do this--- and I have nowhere to live! How could I be OK?"


  "You've got a place to live," Lionel said. "I'm the one without a house. You just have to get over your fear and talk yourself into going inside. What do you think, that death is contagious or something? You'll be safer in your own house than any other place I can think of."


  "I just can't, Lionel. Now don't pressure me."


  "Well, anyway, what I really meant was are you OK with that scrape on your forehead? You need to get that cleaned and bandaged."


  "Where are we going to do that?"


  "At your house. Follow me."


  "Lionel!"


  "You don't have to go in, you big baby. I'll get the stuff and do it in the driveway. But I might try to get you inside if you'll let me."


  "I want to go inside, but I can't."


  "Let's worry about that when we get there."


  "Don't try to make me do something I'm not ready for, Lionel."


  When they arrived several minutes later, Ryan waited in the driveway while Lionel went in through the back. When he came out with a first-aid kit, Ryan thought he was strangely silent. "What's the matter?"


  Ryan asked.


  "You don't wanna know."


  "'Course I do. What's up?"


  "I'll never get you in there now."


  "Why?"


  "Just hush up and hold still. This is going to sting."


  Ryan had to admit to himself that he was impressed with how Lionel was taking care of him and watching out for him, even if Lionel put him down and called him names sometimes. This was clearly a kid who either had it in his personality or character to help others, or he had really paid attention when his parents took care of him.


  Lionel pulled several squares of gauze off a roll, drenched them in a solution that smelled like a doctor's office, and told Ryan, "Close your eyes, grit your teeth, and stand still. It'll sting, but I have to clean that wound, and it won't hurt long. The air will cool it, and the pain will go away quick."


  "Wait! Don't! Let me do it!"


  "Yeah, sure. No way. Now come on and let me. Hurry, this stuff evaporates faster than water. Now do what I say."


  Ryan held his breath and shut his eyes. He forgot to grit his teeth, but that happened automatically when Lionel set down the first-aid kit and gently touched the alcohol-drenched gauze to his raw, scraped forehead. Lionel didn't even rub it but it felt like sand-paper on Ryan's wound. Ryan started to wrench away from the pain, but Lionel seemed prepared for that. He grabbed Ryan's arm with his free hand and hung on. Ryan wanted to squeal, but he resisted, his teeth pressed tightly together.


  "OK," Lionel said. "Hang on. I'm through and I'm going to let go. Just don't touch that spot. It's clean, and when it dries we can ban-dage it."


  "Ooooh! Ooooh!" was all Ryan could say. It felt as if it would sting forever, and it took all he had in him to keep from pressing his hand over it. But, just as Lionel had prom-ised, in a few minutes the stinging began to fade. Soon it felt cool, then cold, then numb. "I think it's dry, Lionel," Ryan managed.


  "Hold still again," Lionel said, tearing a huge bandage out of its wrapper.


  "Be careful," Ryan warned.


  "You sayin I wasn't careful cleaning it?"


  "No, just that---"


  "This'll be the easy part. Now be brave."


  Lionel was right. There was nothing to applying the bandage. Lionel kept the sticky stuff on the outside of the sore and pressed it tight. But Ryan didn't feel brave. He was feel-ing more and more like a little kid, and that made him mad. The trouble was, he couldn't be mad at Lionel, who was trying to toughen him up. He didn't want to be mad at his par-ents, though he couldn't shake the feeling that they should not have left him. He knew they hadn't meant to or chosen to, but that didn't make him feel any better. It was hard to be mad at God when you didn't believe in God. So that left only himself to be mad at for being such a weakling.


  He didn't like that much. Having been a good athlete for as long as he could remem-ber, he had never been scared of bullies or shy of older kids, unless they were way older and a lot bigger. Lionel would not have both-ered him a week ago. But Ryan felt so alone, so lost. He hated the feeling and wished it would go away. But he missed his mom and dad so much he couldn't imagine that he would ever feel any better.


  This was no way to live, but he had to.


  Ryan was grateful for Lionel's help. It was almost like having a parent for those few moments. But he wanted to know why Lionel was so serious and seemed so both-ered, and he wanted to know now.


  "Why would I not want to go in the house?" he said.


  "I don't know. Do you? Let's be brave. Let's go in. You'll be glad you did."


  "Not until you tell me why you don't think I'll ever want to go in."


  "All right," Lionel said. "Someone's been in there."


  "What?! How do you---"


  "Don't get so excited. What did you expect with all the police busy with everything else? Bad guys take advantage of these kinds of situations all the time."


  "There's never been a time like this before, Lionel."


  "I know, but in my uncle's neighborhood, anytime something big is happening in the city or there's a fire or anything, people get their houses robbed or looted. You just have to watch and be careful, that's all.


  The rob-bers aren't out to hurt anybody. There just trying to get something for nothing. You have to make it hard for them to get in or easy for them to get out, and if you happen upon them, be sure they're scared enough to run off before you try to hassle them. Just like cornered animals, if they feel trapped, they'll attack. You don't want that."


  "How do you know someone was in my house?"


  "Because the glass in the back door was broken, the door was open, and lots of stuff is missing."


  "Oh, no! Stuff we're going to need if we're going to stay alive?"


  "No. All the food and everything is still there. These guys must have known what they wanted and what was valuable. Your TVs are gone, your stereo; looks like some jewelry is gone from your mother's dresser. That kind of stuff."


  Ryan shook his head and sat in the drive-way. "You're right," he said. "I don't ever want to go in there again."


  "Don't you see, Ryan? If we lived in there, robbers would be afraid to take the risk. They'd see the lights and they'd figure adults have to be in there. You never had anyone break in before, did you?"


  "Never."


  "There you go. This was a normal house-hold, people coming and going. It was too risky to break into.


  Somebody just checked it out while we were gone and thought maybe the family had disappeared or were gone somewhere during the emergency. They got everything valuable there was to get, and they won't need to come back."


  "But what about someone else?"


  "You never know."


  "Then I'm not going in."


  "Can I?"


  "You want to live in my house?"


  "Where else am I gonna live?"


  "In your own house."


  "Where've you been, Ryan? My house has been taken over by my uncle's enemies, and until the police have time to mess with getting them out, I'm on the street. Now are you going to let me stay in your house awhile, or not?"


  "You really want to, knowing someone's been in there? Aren't you scared?"


  "I've got plenty to be scared about, Ryan, just like you. But if anything happens to me, I go to heaven to see my family. I'm not sayin' I want to die, but I've got a lot more to be afraid of than that some burglar is going to come back to a house he already cleaned out."


  'You're going to make me stay by myself in the tent?"


  "That's up to you."


  "I want to be where you are, and I want that to be outside with me."


  "Ryan, I can't stand sleeping on the ground or even in a sleeping bag. I'll be miserable. You've got nice beds in the house, food, drinks, bathrooms. Come on, man, get a clue."


  "I can't help it if I'm scared. It's not like I'm being this way on purpose. How about we just sit in the tent now and keep an eye on the house. Then when it gets dark and we get tired, maybe I'll want to sleep in a real bed."


  "That'll be the day."


  "Well, I'm not promising, but if you can fix that broken window, I'd feel a lot better."


  There was nothing to boarding up a bro-ken window either, Lionel told Ryan. "You got some plywood and a hammer and nails?"


  "Sure."


  "Let me at 'em."


  Ryan was amazed again at what Lionel could do. "Your dad teach you all this stuff?"


  "Yeah, I guess. I never thought about it as him teaching me. He just let me do stuff with him and would tell me what to do. It's not hard. It's just logical. You want to nail this board all the way around the window in the door so it keeps air and water out. It'll let you lock the door and keep you safe until you can get someone out here who knows how to install windows."


  "I figured you could do that too."


  Lionel shook his head and smiled a tight--lipped grin. "Nah. Dad and I just took care of the basics.


  Nothing fancy."


  By the time the door was finished and the boys had sat in the tent a few hours, talking and watching the house, it began to grow dark. "You thinking what I'm thinking?" Lionel said.


  "What, that you'd like to go in the house?"


  "Uh-huh."


  "No, actually I was thinking that I hoped you would stay in the tent one more night."


  Lionel looked exhausted as he shook his head sadly. "You stay in this tent tonight, man, and you'll be here alone. I mean, it's not my place to invite myself into your house, but you've got to let me stay there, Ryan. OK?"


  "I don't know."


  "Sure you do, now come on! The longer you put off doing something you're afraid of, the harder it is to ever do it."


  "I know."


  "Then let's go."


  "My head's kind of still hurting, and I've got a bruise in my side."


  "From what?"


  "When I fell. I hit something on the bike."


  "Let me see that," Lionel said. He turned on a flashlight and Ryan lifted his shirt. "Ouch," Lionel said.


  "That must hurt."


  "Does it need a bandage?"


  "No, just looks like a deep bruise. It'll hurt for a while, but it'll go away. Your forehead or your side are no reason to not go into the house. In fact, you'll probably get better faster if you do go in."


  "Could we do something first?"


  "Like what?"


  "Ride around, go somewhere. I'm bored."


  "You're stalling."


  "Yeah, but if we do that I'll get more tired and maybe then I'll want to go inside."


  "All right, but like I told you, Ryan, if you don't go in the house tonight, you're going to be out here by yourself. I would think that would be scarier than being in your house with me."


  Ryan believed that. He shrugged. "Maybe."


  "So where do you want to go?"


  "Maybe down to my friend Raymie's."


  "You said he disappeared."


  "Yeah, but I know his dadis home. And I want to know if his sister is all right. She's off at college in California, and she's cool. Raymie actually liked his big sister. I'd never heard of that before."


  "Hey, I liked my big sister too. It's not so unusual, especially if there enough older than you. So, what, you want to go talk to Raymie's dad?"


  "That'd be OK. Maybe he'd let us stay with him."


  "Thatwould make you feel safe, wouldn't it?"


  "Yeah. Maybe he misses Raymie so much he'd like to have a boy his age around."


  "You want an adult in charge of you? Free-dom is the only part of this I'm already get-ting used to."


  "Just let's go, OK?"


  "OK, but I'm not for talking to the guy. How far is it?"


  "Just down the block."


  _________________________


  


  CHAPTER NINE


  Together Again


  IT WASwell past dark, and Vicki had been sleeping on her back for more than nine hours, her feet flat on the floor at the end of the bed. Her eyes popped open, and she stared at the ceiling, wondering where she was. It came to her quickly.


  Her mouth felt thick and dry, her eyes still heavy, and yet she felt rested. A deep emptiness borne of loss and sorrow overtook her, yet she was comforted as well by her new faith.


  From the living room came the sound of the television. Judd must be up. She tiptoed out, only to find him curled up on the couch, still sleeping. So, she thought, neither of them had slept where they planned. She gently pulled the remote control from his hands and turned off the TV. Judd did not stir. She would take advantage of the time to get cleaned up and changed.


  The hot shower felt so good she could hardly pull herself away from it. She didn't know if hot water was limited in a big house like this the way it was in a trailer where fam-ily members had to schedule their showers carefully. She hoped she'd saved enough hot water for Judd.


  Vicki put on one of Mrs. Thompson's silky robes and sat drying her hair, then brushing it. She felt so much better than she had, and she had to admit she looked better too. It was time for a new look. All her own clothes had been lost in the fire, and that was for the best. While she didn't care to look like a mother of teenagers, as Mrs. Thompson was, neither did she ever want to go back to her old look.


  Vicki was grateful to find that her feet were roughly the same size as Mrs. Thompson's had been. She hung up the pantsuit that had served as her blanket when she fell asleep. And she found a sweater, jeans, white socks, and tennis shoes. Vicki had no idea whether she and Judd would be going anywhere that evening, but these were good hanging--around-the-house clothes too. She had not dressed this way since she was a little girl. Not so many hours ago she would have considered this her least likely choice for an outfit. Yet as she looked in the mirror now, she felt it was a good look for her.


  Vicki knew she and Judd might both regret having caught up on their sleep during the day. No way would they be tired at a normal bedtime. But he had said something earlier about trying to hook up with Bruce Barnes again that evening.


  She would like that. Bruce was an interest-ing guy. He seemed to care about them so much, and yet he hardly knew them. She wanted to see his reaction when he found out that not just one, but both of them had become believers. And what about those two younger kids, Lionel and Ryan? Lionel had already become a Christian, but the other one, the little blond kid, had run off angry. Vicki couldn't blame him.


  How would she have felt in his situation, losing both parents and knowing they probably weren't in heaven?


  Vicki hoped Lionel had found Ryan and had had some influence on him. She had been acquainted with Judd and Lionel and Ryan for such a short time, and yet she found herself already caring about what would become of them. These were all new emotions and feelings for her.


  Vicki was hungry again. She moved into the living room to see if Judd was still asleep. He was gone, and she heard water running upstairs. If his shower felt as good as hers, he would feel a lot better. She rummaged in the kitchen for a snack for the two of them, set it up in front of the TV, and sat watching the news while waiting for him.


  -----+-----


  Lionel and Ryan had to stay on the other side of the street from the Steeles because a car was coming the other way and Lionel didn't want to risk crossing in front of it. He knew if he didn't, Ryan wouldn't.


  Lionel didn't under-stand why Ryan seemed so much younger when the difference in their ages was barely a year. But, if it was worth comparing their pre-dicaments, he had to admit that Ryan was worse off than he was.


  The headlights coming the other way did not pass the boys, however. They stopped in front of the Steele home, and Lionel noticed that the car was a cab.


  "That's Raymie's sister, Chloe," Ryan said as a young woman emerged from the backseat. The cabby jumped out and pulled her huge suitcase from the trunk. He set it next to her as she dug in her purse for the fare. She was pay-ing him when the front door of the house burst open and a tall dark man ran out in his stocking feet. As the cabby pulled away, Ray-ford Steele gathered his daughter into his arms.


  "Oh, Daddy!" she wailed. "How's every-body?"


  He backed away from her enough that she could see him shaking his head sadly.


  "I don't want to hear this," she said, pull-ing away from him and looking to the house as if expecting to see her mother or brother.


  "It's just you and me, Chloe," Mr. Steele said, and they stood together in the darkness, crying.


  Lionel sensed Ryan getting ready to cross the street and greet them. "Not now," Lionel whispered.


  "There'll be plenty of time to talk to them. But not now."


  As father and daughter made their way inside, Ryan said, "But I'm not ready to go back home yet."


  "You wanna go to the church?" Lionel asked.


  "What for?"


  "To see if Bruce Barnes is still there."


  "Why would I want to do that? I don't believe all that stuff he's saying, and even if it is true, it was mean of God to do that to us kids."


  "We had our chances," Lionel said.


  "I didn't."


  "You said Raymie Steele told you about this a while ago."


  "Yeah, well---"


  "Yeah, well, I want to go see Bruce. You can wait here, go home alone, or whatever you want."


  "I'll go, but I'm not coming in."


  "Whatever."


  -----+-----


  Vicki felt a strange reaction when Judd came downstairs, cleaned up and dressed. He had shaved off his goatee, and he looked much younger. She still had no idea what she thought of him as a person. She was glad they might become friends, because she needed one and he seemed to know a lot about God and the Bible because of how he had been raised. Vicki had no feelings for him or romantic interest in him. It was way too early for that, and because of what she had been through, she wasn't even thinking that way.


  But Judd seemed so impressed with her new look that she wondered if he was allow-ing himself to become interested in her. She talked herself out of it, however. It was impossible. He had been through as great a trauma as she had, and he had to be suffering privately as much as she. Anyway, he had seen where she lived. No way a guy like him would be interested in her.


  "Oh, good," he said. "Food. What's on TV?"


  "Same as what's been on the whole time since the disappearances. News, news, and more news."


  Judd asked if she had seen the strange videotapes he had seen on the news earlier. So far she hadn't.


  "All they're talking about now," she said, "is this guy with a funny name from some country in eastern Europe. He became president of his country recently and---"


  "And now he's coming to speak at the UN, right? Yeah, I heard about him. Nicholas something. And his last name sounds like a mountain range."


  "Nicolae, I think," Vicki said. She hadn't picked up the last name either, but just then the young leader's picture came on the news again. She turned it up. The announcer referred to him as Nicolae Carpathia, the new president of Romania.


  "You're right," Judd said. "Nicolae. And he must have been named after the Carpathian Mountains."


  "Hey," Vicki said, "I thought you said you didn't do well in school. How do you know about those mountains?"


  Judd looked embarrassed. "That's about all I know," he said. "Really, you just reached the end of my information."


  They ate and watched the news for several minutes. Finally Vicki asked if he was still thinking about trying to see Bruce that night.


  "Yeah, I was," he said. "You want to?"


  "Sure."


  "I'll call and make sure he's there."


  -----+-----


  Lionel and Ryan dragged their bikes inside the church and found Judd's bike there too. They poked around looking for Bruce, Lionel wondering if Judd was there or if he had just never taken his bike home.


  Lionel and Ryan found Bruce finishing up a session with sev-eral older people, but before he could greet them, Ryan said, "I'll be waiting by the bikes. I've heard all this before."


  "C'mon, Ryan!"


  "No!"


  Lionel looked apologetically at Bruce when he approached. "Good to see you again, Lionel. Let me introduce you to these folks." Lionel couldn't keep track of the names except for one, Bruce's secretary, Loretta. She was old, had a southern accent, and seemed classy. Lionel knew if he was going to spend much time at this church, he ought to get to know her. Bruce whispered, "Ask her sometime to tell you her own story. It'll amaze you."


  Lionel had been wondering how this handful of old people had been left behind. He figured anybody who had been around that long, especially churchgoers, would have learned the truth long ago. But then he had had time too and knew the truth. Like him, maybe, they simply didn't respond to it.


  "Well, I found Ryan, as you can see."


  "Yeah. Don't worry about him hanging back for a while. I'm sure he's embarrassed about bolting on us.


  If we don't scare him off, he'll come around and get curious and eventually join us again."


  Lionel's look of doubt must have betrayed him.


  "You don't agree?" Bruce said.


  "I've been working on him," Lionel said. "And I know how important you say it is for him not to put this off."


  "It is."


  "But it's not like he's putting it off: It's more like he really doesn't understand or doesn't want to.


  Sometimes I think he under-stands fine but just doesn't believe in God."


  Bruce shook his head and pulled up a chair for Lionel. Bruce sat on the corner of a table, took off his wire-rimmed glasses, and ran his hand through his curly hair. "He'll believe in God before long, if there's any truth to what I've been studying. Everybody is going to know God is in this when the seven-year tribulation begins. People are go-ing to be dying right and left, and we'd bet-ter be prepared. I'm so glad you made your decision right away, like I did. I know you're sorry you missed out on the Rapture, but there was sure no sense in waiting once we knew what happened, right?"


  Lionel nodded. "I saw Judd's bike out there. Did he come back?"


  "No. He left that here. But I did just get a call from him. He and Vicki are coming by this evening. He sounded a little more upbeat. I didn't talk to her, but I'm sure wor-ried about them. Both of them are where you and I were, and I don't want them to keep finding reasons to put off coming to Christ."


  Lionel told Bruce about his and Ryan's day. He was impressed that Bruce, as tired as he had to be, seemed interested in every detail. Bruce offered to drive Lionel back to the morgue in Chicago so he could identify his uncle's body. He said he would call the police about the intruders in his house and ask them to check Ryan's house too.


  "I don't want you to have to worry about all that stuff," Lionel said. "Everybody you know is going to have a lot of this kind of stuff going on, and you can't do this for them all."


  "So, you caught me in a generous mood. Take advantage of it. I need to stay busy. For one thing, I'm making up for lost time. But you must know I've got reasons to not want to go home too."


  Lionel nodded. Who was supposed to take care of Bruce when Bruce was taking care of everybody else? Bruce told him there were several small groups he was meeting with. "I can tell adults a little more of what I'm going through, and they're supporting me as much as I'm supporting them. We're getting more and more calls every day from people who have had some contact with this church in the past. I think we're going to have quite a crowd here Sunday. People are desperate for answers. And we have them."


  Lionel sat wishing Ryan would come in from the foyer. He kept looking back that way. "Was there something specific you wanted, Lionel?" Bruce asked.


  "Me? No. I just wanted to check in with you. I've been wondering about those other two, too, and I was hoping we could work on them and Ryan."


  "Ryan's going to be the toughest," Bruce said. "This is newer to him, and his parents are dead."


  -----+-----


  Ryan traded off sitting on the floor and moseying around the front of the church, idly looking at literature in the foyer. He was bored, but he had no interest in meeting with Bruce again. He had just pulled a tract off a table and began reading it, not under-standing a bit of it, when Judd and Vicki came in. He looked at them and then looked away, embarrassed. He hoped they wouldn't say anything about his crying and running out.


  "Hey, Ryan!" Vicki said. "Glad you came back. Where's Bruce?"


  Ryan shrugged. "Somewhere with Lionel."


  "Is it private or can we join them?"


  Ryan shrugged again, wishing she would stop asking him questions. He didn't know and he didn't care.


  "Hey," Judd said, "where are you guys stay-ing?"


  Now there was a question Ryan wanted to answer. He gushed the whole story about being scared to go in his own house and how Lionel's place had been taken over by guys who might have murdered Lionel's uncle. He told them someone had broken into his house, just before he had almost talked him-self into agreeing with Lionel that they should stay there.


  "I've got plenty of room at my house," Judd said. "In fact---"


  "You do?" Ryan said quickly. "That would be great. Can I stay with you even if Lionel doesn't want to?"


  "Slow down there, little man," Judd said. "We can all talk about this together and see what Bruce thinks about it. Vicki and I have some news for all of you anyway. Come on, let's find Lionel and Bruce."


  "I don't want to."


  "Why not?"


  "Same reason as the other night. I don't believe this stuff."


  "Well, you probably will."


  "No, I won't."


  "Even if you don't, we're all in this thing together. We have to watch out for each other. We need each other."


  "You just want to talk me into this."


  "Nobody can do that, little man. It means nothing anyway unless you decide on your own."


  "I want to stay out here."


  Ryan was worried that he had disap-pointed Judd, who looked peeved.


  "What if I said you could only stay with me if you come in and see Bruce?"


  "I guess I'd have to then," Ryan muttered. "You're probably going to force me to become a Christian too."


  "No, I won't do that. Nobody can do that."


  "What about you guys? Are you Christians now too, like Lionel?"


  Judd appeared to be about to answer when Vicki interrupted. "He can find out at our meeting with Bruce, Judd. I mean, if he'd really rather stay here, he can just wait to see what we talked about."


  "Good idea," Judd said. "What's it going to be, Ryan?"


  "Do you promise to quit calling me 'little man'?"


  "Sure. Now quit stalling."


  "I want to stay here," he said.


  "It's your call," Judd said, turning to head into the sanctuary.


  "I hope you don't regret it," Vicki said, not in a mean way. In fact, Ryan thought she seemed so nice, he wouldn't have minded going in with them.


  They were almost out of sight when he muttered, "Wait up. I'm coming."


  _________________________


  


  CHAPTER TEN


  The Mystery


  JUDDwas glad Ryan Daley had followed Vicki and him to find Bruce and Lionel. He had a feeling this was going to be a good meeting, regardless of what Ryan decided. Still, despite his anticipation of telling Bruce his and Vicki's good news, Judd couldn't shake the turmoil deep inside him. He wondered whether, even if he survived the seven years of tribulation that was to come, he would ever forget his regret, his remorse, and the bitter loss of his family.


  He tried to push that aside for now, knowing that everyone who had been left behind faced the same anxiety. Bruce opened their little meeting with prayer. Then he asked each person to bring the group up to date since the last time they had been together.


  Judd was first, and he told of his and Vicki's talks, of their adventure at O'Hare, and added that he would leave it for Vicki to tell about what she found at her home and what spiritual decision she had come to. "As for me," he said, "I finally realized I was being stubborn and stupid to put off doing something I should have done years ago."


  When Bruce realized what Judd was say-ing, he immediately stood and leaned down to embrace him.


  Judd felt awkward and embarrassed. His dad had not been much for hugging, especially after Judd got to be about twelve, but still he was glad Bruce seemed so genuinely happy for him. Bruce was on the verge of tears when he said, "Lionel and I welcome you to the family. We're all broth-ers in Christ."


  Lionel reached out a congratulatory fist, and Judd met it with his own. Then it was Vicki's turn. "I'm going to keep this short, Bruce, because you look like you could use some sleep---"


  "Oh, don't worry about me."


  "---And I'm going to tell it in the order it happened." Her story was much like Judd's, of course, and when she got to the part where she prayed to receive Christ, Bruce embraced her too and welcomed her as a sis-ter in the family. Lionel reached out his fist and she patted it, making him chuckle. Judd was too embarrassed to hug her, so he shook her hand. Meanwhile, it appeared Ryan was just taking this all in.


  When Vicki told of finding the burned out shell of her trailer, Bruce looked startled. He did not appear pleased to hear that she seemed to be planning to stay with Judd for a while. Judd felt he had to explain.


  "We're not going together or even inter-ested in anything like that," he said. "And we would stay on different floors. We're more like brother and sister, like you said."


  "I'd feel more comfortable if I could find you a woman from the church to stay with, like my secretary.


  She has a big home with lots of room. And she's by herself now."


  "I don't think I want to do that," Vicki said. "This doesn't have to look bad, and if it does, it's only because people are assuming the wrong thing."


  Bruce looked as if he wanted to talk about it some more, but instead he urged Vicki to continue with her story.


  "'That's all, really."


  Bruce called on Lionel, who gave a run-down on all that he and Ryan had been through. Judd was surprised that he seemed to speak for Ryan, but it was also likely that Ryan didn't want to talk anyway. If Lionel didn't tell Ryan's part, no one would. Judd was amazed at all they had been through in such a short time. Was this what it was going to be like, then? Nothing but trouble around the clock? And how awful about Lionel's un-cle! "I can take you to that high school where the morgue is," Judd offered.


  "I've already got that covered," Bruce said. "I'll call to see where they're shipping the bodies, because surely no high school has the equipment to hold bodies for long. We'll find out where Lionel's uncle andré is, and we'll get him over there to identify the body."


  Bruce asked Ryan if he wanted to say any-thing. That was when Judd noticed that Ryan still had the tract he had taken from the foyer. He was pretending to study it, but he'd had time to read it over and over if he wanted. Ryan said nothing. He just shook his head.


  "Fair enough," Bruce said. "No one's going to pressure you. You can be a part of this group as long as you want, regardless of what you decide to do. When you're ready, you make this decision on your own."


  Finally, Ryan spoke. "And what if my deci-sion is to say no?"


  Bruce said, "Nobody can make the decision for you. You have to live with the conse-quences."


  "Or die with them," Lionel said.


  Now Ryan was mad. Judd thought he might bolt again. "He's been talking to me that way all day," Ryan said. "What kind of a Christian is that?"


  "I've only been kidding. Kids our age crack on people all the time. Can't you take it?"


  "This has to be a fragile time for him," Bruce said.


  "It's that way for all of us," Lionel said. "But that doesn't mean we have to be so touchy."


  "I just want you to quit hassling me, Lionel. OK?"


  Lionel shrugged. "I guess. If it's bothering you that much."


  "It is."


  "So if I start talking nicer to you, will you---"


  Bruce held up a hand. "No deals, no bribes, no pressure, remember?"


  Lionel nodded. "Sorry."


  Judd wanted to make his offer. "I'd like both of you guys to stay at my place too."


  "I was hoping you'd say that," Ryan said.


  "I'd feel better about Vicki staying there if the other two were there too," Bruce said.


  Judd felt some of his old rebellion surfac-ing. He resented Bruce's implying that Judd was responsible to him. Maybe Bruce con-sidered himself Judd's pastor already, and because he was older he thought he could boss him around. Judd thought maybe he did need somebody doing that, but his first reaction came from the person he used to be. He didn't like being told what to do. What kind of a Christian was he going to be? Well, Bruce seemed more comfortable with everybody staying in the same house, so maybe it wouldn't be an issue again. Judd hoped not.


  After the meeting the kids filed into Bruce's office, where he began calling around to find out who in Chicago would know anything about Lionel's uncle andré. The phones still gave everyone fits, and between busy signals, bad connections, and the usual runarounds and red tape everyone had to go through, it appeared to Judd that Bruce was getting to the end of his rope.


  Finally someone was able to tell him that the bodies that had been delivered to the high school in andré's neighborhood would be available for identification at a city morgue in a nearby precinct late Friday afternoon, two days away.


  "I'll take you then," Bruce told Lionel. Then he helped load Ryan's, Lionel's, and Judd's bikes into the trunk of Judd's car. They took up so much room that Judd had to leave the trunk open as the four of them clambered in for the ride to his house.


  Judd rolled down his window and called out to Bruce. "You sure you wouldn't rather stay with us too?"


  "Only if you really need me," Bruce said. Judd was relieved. He wished Bruce had a place to stay that wouldn't be so painful for him. But the independent part of Judd also liked the idea that he would be the oldest in the house, and the house was his, after all. He didn't know if he was up to being in charge of three people he hardly knew, but he was eager to find out.


  -----+-----


  Being in charge was not at all what Judd expected. For the next few days it seemed all he did was worry what Vicki was thinking, referee arguments between Ryan and Lionel, and try to explain why he and Vicki got the "good" rooms and the other two got the left-overs. He had no say over when anybody came and went. He wasn't their parent or their boss, as they reminded him often. He suddenly realized how tough it would be to be a parent whose kid or kids didn't respect him or listen to him or obey him.


  He was getting a clear view of what a problem he had been to his parents.


  Judd spent a lot of time digging through his dad's papers, finding out what bills had to be paid and when.


  He also found the documents that told him where his father had his money deposited and what accounts had balances. Judd was grateful to realize that his father was a good money manager and planner, and that there was more than enough there to last anyone ten years, let alone seven, if he was careful.


  Judd gave Vicki cash to buy herself some clothes, and she proved to be very frugal. She told hint that if she could really use his mother's stuff, she wouldn't need much more. And she kept insisting that she would get a job and pay him back. "You really don't need to," Judd said. "There's plenty more money."


  "So I'm just supposed to become a bum and let someone else pay for everything for me? I don't think so, Judd. I mean, I appreci-ate it, but what kind of pride would I have if I let you do that?"


  Judd didn't know what to say. Ryan said he would be happy to let Judd pay for every-thing, but Lionel shamed him into admitting that he would only feel good about himself too if he was earning some money to con-tribute to the pot.


  Bruce phoned Judd's home during the middle of the afternoon that Friday. "Judd," he said, "I hate to do this to you, but I'm going to need you to bail me out. I've got people calling right and left and I'm meeting with them, counseling them, you name it. I've gotten nowhere in trying to prepare for Sunday, and it looks like we're going to be jam-packed."


  "What do you need?" Judd asked.


  "I need you to drive Lionel in to that morgue. It's not in a good part of town, and I know you have not dealt with Chicago authorities before, but if I tell you whom to ask for and what to say, can you handle it?"


  "Sure."


  "And you'll let me know as soon as you get back, so I'll know you're safe?"


  Judd hesitated.


  "Judd?"


  "Well..."


  "You don't want to do it? I understand. I'll get someone el---"


  "No, it's not that. I just want to talk to you about checking in with you to let you know I'm safe and all that. I don't want to get into that trap."


  "I'm only asking you this time because I'm asking you to do something as a favor for me--- something I should be doing myself."


  "Yeah, OK. I don't mind."


  Bruce gave Judd all the information and directions. Surprisingly, not only did Ryan want to go along, but so did Vicki. Judd talked them out of it. "It's not a good part of town," he said. "I figure there'll be lots of cops there, and if they see a bunch of kids, they might have a lot of questions. Just let Lionel and me do this, and when we get back we'll tell you all about it."


  -----+-----


  Vicki found it strange to be alone in the house with Ryan. They had not talked much, and he didn't seem interested in starting. She tried to make small talk with him, but she didn't get far. He had already heard her life story and what had been happening to her lately. She tried to interest him in the news, then remem


  -bered that he had been watching the news when he learned of his father's death. She wanted to comfort him, encourage him, point him toward God, but she was at a loss. She had no idea how to reach him.


  "I promised Bruce we would all be in church Sunday morning," she tried at one point.


  "You didn't promise him for me, I hope," Ryan said. "Everybody's always deciding for me what I'm going to do."


  "You don't want to go?"


  "'Course not. Haven't you figured that out yet?"


  "I know you don't believe this stuff yet, but I'd think you'd want to check it out. Aren't you curious what Bruce is going to say to all the people who come looking for answers? I think it'll be cool just to see how many show up, what they're thinking, and how Bruce does. He says he's never really been a preacher, but he can't wait to tell these people about Jesus."


  Ryan clammed up then.


  "Well, I did tell Bruce I thought we would all be there," Vicki added. "But you made no promises, so it's up to you."


  "I'll probably come," Ryan said, as if he had no choice. Vicki thought that showed progress. It was totally up to him, and he was pretending to reluctantly go along.


  Ryan wandered up to his room, the one that used to belong to Judd's little brother, Marc. Vicki got out the Bible Bruce had given her and started reading in the New Testament where he had told her to begin.


  Who would have ever thought, she won-dered, that she would want to read the Bible at all, let alone on her own when no one was making her?


  -----+-----


  Lionel wasn't comfortable with Judd yet. As they rode into Chicago, he found himself having to work at holding his end of the con-versation. He was sort of amused at Judd. He had been a rich kid from a good home who had tried to blend in with the bad kids and the rebels. Lionel knew the type. He found Judd sort of plain and not at all a tough guy or streetwise. That made it funny to him that Judd had tried to be something he was not. In fact, he was so far from the image he had tried to project that it was laughable.


  Lionel had to admit that Judd had changed pretty quickly. With the goatee gone and him no longer wearing all black, Judd started to look like a normal, suburban teen.


  Lionel asked him about the details of the visit to the morgue. When Judd told him what Bruce had spelled out, Lionel said, "You know, I think I can handle this myself. Your car is not going to be safe down there, so you should probably stay with it. I won't be long."


  Lionel thought Judd would put up a fuss, insisting on talking with the authorities him-self. So far Judd had seemed to enjoy playing the big shot. But to Lionel's surprise, Judd seemed relieved. Yeah, OK," he said quickly. "That's probably a good idea. I'll stay with the car, you do this stuff, and then we'll be out of there."


  When Judd finally pulled in to the small, fenced lot behind the gray morgue building, he handed Lionel the sheet with the contact name. "I'll be right out," Lionel said.


  He had prepared himself, he thought, for this moment. He had to be sure andré was dead, and there was no better way than to see his body for himself. Lionel had always hated funerals, and he had been to his share for someone thirteen years old. What he hated most was the filing past the bodies. He always peeked at them, but he didn't stop and linger. He knew this would not be easy.


  He had seen a lot of movies where some-one had to identify a body. The coroner or medical examiner or whoever would dra-matically yank the sheet away, and the iden-tifier would collapse from the shock.


  Lionel didn't want that to happen. He knew andré was in danger most of his life, and whether he really killed himself or had been mur-dered, it was no surprise that he had come to the end so soon. But he didn't want to be shocked by some horrible sight.


  Lionel had stepped from the car with con-fidence, telling himself to just do his duty and get it over with.


  It made him feel grown up to handle this for his parents. He wished he could see them and his brother and sis-ters, but he was sure glad they weren't dead.


  And yet as Lionel neared the front of the building, it was as if his legs had turned to jelly. He began to shudder and tremble, and he found it difficult to put one foot in front of the other. His breath came in short gasps, and he fought the urge to race back to the car and have Judd run him back to Mount Prospect. I'm going to do this, he thought. l have to. Otherwise, I'll be a wuss, just like Ryan.


  Lionel put his hand on the brass handle of the front door and stopped. It was as if he was paralyzed, his legs heavy. The handle felt icy, though it was not that cold out. He forced himself to pull the heavy door open, and he was immediately struck with fear and dread by what he saw. This was nothing at all like he had assumed. The entire place had been turned into a storage area for white-sheeted bodies.


  Lionel thought a morgue had one area for bodies in drawers. He knew, that was true, but it shouldn't have surprised him to find this morgue overcrowded, what with every-thing that had gone on.


  Lionel felt the cold rush from the air con-ditioners. This place, the whole building, was cold as a refrigerator. Covered bodies were lined up on stretchers down both sides of the hallway, and Lionel could only assume that's the way it was all through the building.


  A bored receptionist in a winter coat said, "You can't be in here, son. What are you doing?"


  "fm here to identify a body," he said.


  "All the bodies in here have been identi-fied," she said.


  Lionel dug the sheet of instructions from his pocket. "I'm looking for assistant medical examiner Ford,"


  he said.


  The receptionist paged him. "You'd better take a seat," she said. "No telling how long he'll be."


  He was twenty minutes, time enough for Lionel to calm himself if he was able. But he was not able. All the wait did was to make him more upset. He wanted to be anywhere other than this creepy place. None of the dead bodies he had ever seen before were related to him. He had no idea how he would react.


  Dr. Ford was a pudgy man in a hurry, and he was all business. "You're Washington? Where's Barnes?"


  "Couldn't make it," Lionel said.


  "This way, Washington."


  Lionel followed the fast-walking doctor down the halls between the stretchers with bodies on them. He held his breath and looked neither right nor left. The doctor peeled a couple of sheets of paper back off his clipboard and studied a page. "andré Dupree, right?"


  "Yes, sir."


  "Age 36, male, African-American, 5 foot 8, 155 pounds?"


  "That's him."


  "He's in the back. You OK?"


  "Yeah, just a little out of breath."


  "Almost there."


  "Could you do it slow?"


  "What, walking? Lots to do, son. Never seen this many deaths in so short a time. Never anything like it."


  "No, I mean, will you show me his body slow?"


  "Meaning?"


  "Like, don't whip the sheet off."


  "I never do that."


  "Good."


  When Dr. Ford got to the back, the place looked more like what Lionel expected. Six bodies were lined up next to each other. The doctor lifted the bottom of the sheets and read the tags on the toes of two in the mid-dle. "Dupree," he said. "Here are his effects, if you want them. We threw away the jeans. They were, um, stained with blood."


  "Lots of it?"


  "'Fraid so. This was a suicide, you know."


  "I figured." Lionel was having trouble speaking loudly enough to be heard. He still wasn't sure he could keep from running out of there. The doctor handed him a manila envelope clasped by a red string. He unwound it with shaky fingers and saw his uncle's watch, bracelet, earring, ring, beeper, belt, and socks.


  "He came in here with that and a pair of jeans and stocking feet."


  Lionel nodded, dreading what was to come.


  The doctor moved to the other end of the stretcher. "Ever done this before, son?"


  Lionel shook his head.


  "I'm just going to fold the sheet back to his chest and you can see his face."


  "And then I identify him to you?"


  "That's not necessary. Identity is not in question in this case. The personal effects were on the body and in the pockets.A neighbor identified him. He was in his own apartment. You can just look away for a moment if you'd like."


  Lionel held the envelope in both hands, as if he were holding a hat in front of him. He heard the slow rustle of the sheet. "OK, son," Dr. Ford said.


  Lionel stared, speechless, at the expression-less face, and his heart seemed to stop. He could hear himself breathing. He wanted to say something, but words would not come.


  "All right?" the doctor said.


  Lionel nodded, his lips quivering.


  "Can you find your way out?" Dr. Ford said.


  Lionel nodded again and hurried toward the door. He was afraid he was going to be sick. The corridors looked longer than ever, and he couldn't wait to get out to the warmth of the day. By the time he reached the receptionist's area he was running. He burst through the door and sprinted to the parking lot, jumping into the car.


  "You look like you saw a ghost," Judd said, starting the car.


  Lionel could only snort.


  "Oh, sorry, man," Judd said. "I guess you sorta did, huh?"


  Lionel nodded.


  "That his stuff there?"


  "Uh-huh." It was the first sound Lionel had emitted since seeing the body.


  "Did he look like himself?" Judd asked.


  "I wouldn't know," Lionel said. "He proba-bly did. The only thing I know for sure is that that was not my uncle."


  _________________________
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