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Introduction

 

First, thanks for getting this far. Hopefully you will finish the book. It may not be an easy read for some of you. Some may laugh. Some may tear up here and there. It is my hope that you will talk. Find a friend and discuss what you read over coffee. Start a book club. Give it as a gift. It should be more than shelf space or memory if you are reading on your favorite e-reader.

I first saw God when I was in kindergarten. Kindergarten Sunday school to be more precise. I’m sure I had a children’s Bible. I’m sure my mother read me stories from it. But my first real memory of God came in that classroom. The teacher’s name was Mrs. Mallot. She was a nice woman who cracked her gum and had eyebrows that were drawn on. She had a flannel board (a high point in Sunday school technology for many years). One Sunday she put a picture of God on the board. She said, “See? That’s God.”

It was classic Sunday School God, the Father Almighty, the Creator of Heaven and Earth. He was a white guy and he was really old. He sat on a big throne with a multitude of angels flitting about his head like gnats. He did not look happy. He looked constipated.

As time goes on and we grow up we are able to process all sorts of different images of who God is or what God is. Is God a great cosmic blob in the sky of wibbly-wobbly stuff or is God us and are we God and does God exist because we do? Did we make God in our image (thank you Jethro Tull) or is it the other way around?

Someone once told me that I worship a God with dirt under his fingernails. The image of God kneeling down in the dirt and breathing life into this lump of clay he fashioned has always been a powerful one. Or is God something else entirely? Is God a being who is so far beyond our understanding that Walt Disney, Steve Jobs, Henry Ford, and Leonardo Da Vinci could not conceive of all that God is if they sat around the table and talked about it deep into the night?

What if our senses—smell, sight, sound, taste and touch—what if those were limitations? What if when we shuffle off this mortal coil we are no longer limited by those senses? What if God is a being of unlimited senses? And we simply did not understand all that God is because God is beyond taste, touch, smell, sight and sound?

Or what if God is an old guy with a beard?

My attempt in this book was to write about that flannel-board God as seen through the eyes of an adult. What stories would we tell if we never reasoned out the whole “cosmic blob” thing? What if the God we worshipped is the God from the flannel board?

What if he and his son spent time playing basketball, or hung out with the saints at Heaven’s Welcome Station? What if God took the occasional personal interest in one new arrival?




 

 

Prologue

 

Ring…

Ring…

Ring…

Suicide prevention.

This is the suicide prevention hot line. Is there someone there?

I can hear you. Do you want to tell me your name? Just your first name.

Abigail.

Abigail. Do people call you Abby?

Sometimes.

Which do you prefer?

Abby.

Abby. Okay. Abby, where are you?

Do I have to answer that? Do I have to tell you where I live?

No. I mean where are you, like in your house. Are you even in your own house?

I’m in my bedroom.

Is there anyone else in the house with you?

No.

Is there a friend you could call to come over and sit with you?

No.

Why did you call tonight?

I’m just having a really bad day.

Abby, have you taken any pills.

Not yet.

Do you have some there?

My mom’s sleeping pills.

Would you be willing to put the pills in another room and then come back to your room so we can talk?

I don’t think so.

Why not?

Because I don’t want you to talk me out of this.

Then why did you call me?

So they would think I had second thoughts? They’ll see it on the phone bill in a month or so.

Who is “they”? Your mom and dad?

Everybody.

Everybody?

Yes.

Why do you want them to think you had second thoughts?

So they’ll think that maybe they could have done something.

That’s awfully cruel, isn’t it?

What do you mean?

I mean, why do you want to hurt them so much?

They won’t miss me.

Nobody? There’s nobody who will miss you?

Lots of things would just be better if I were to just disappear.

Why would you want to disappear?

I’m sick and tired of being sick and tired.

Are you sick?

No. That was something my grandmother used to say.

I see.

I just think it would make it a lot easier on everyone if I weren’t around.

You don’t think anyone would miss you?

My mom will wear it like a big bright pin. Everybody will look at her and say, “Oh, isn’t she holding up well, the poor dear.”

What about your dad?

What about him?

What will he do?

He won’t even know I’m gone till he reads it in the paper.

That doesn’t sound like you’re hurting them.

I don’t want to hurt them. I just want them to notice me.

They ignore you?

I’m the invisible girl.

Like in the comic books.

What?

The Invisible Girl in the comic books. She could disappear and nobody knew where she was. She could walk through walls and do anything. I’ve got some if you want to read them sometime.

I don’t think so.

Why not?

I’m not going to be here.

I’ve got Superman, too.

Is this your first time answering the phones?

No. I’ve been doing this a few years now.

Ever lose anybody?

Sorry. Your turn.

Huh?

You know I’ve worked here for a few years and you know I like comic books. Now tell me something about you.

I’m 16 and I have pills.

You told me about the pills already. Tell me something else. Do you like sports?

No.

Music.

Not really.

Ben and Jerry’s?

What flavor?

What’s your favorite?

Double chocolate fudge with cookie dough and brownie chunks.

I like Mint Oreo. I’ve got some here at the center. Do you want to come in and have some?

I have some here at home.

You can’t kill yourself if you have Ben and Jerry’s in the freezer.

Is that a rule?

Of course it is.

You made it up.

No. It’s a rule.

Is not. And you’re not going to keep me on the phone by arguing.

What do you think will happen if you kill yourself?

My mom will be horribly embarrassed by the whole thing.

I mean to you.

I’ll be dead.

And then?

That’s it.

There’s nothing else?

That’s it.

You’re sure?

Yes.

Tell me how you know.

I prayed and nothing happened.

That’s it? That’s how you know?

Yes.

What did you pray for?

You’re not going to do this.

Do what?

Keep me on the phone till my parents get home.

When do they get home?

I don’t know. Tomorrow sometime.

I got no place to go.

You have no life.

That’s what my ex-girlfriend said.

You had a girlfriend?

Yes.

She dump you?

First you tell me about your boyfriend.

How did you know I had a boyfriend?

I’ve done this before.

You’re trying to keep me on the phone again.

I’m trying to understand why you would want to kill yourself when you have Ben and Jerry’s in the freezer.

Why do you care?

You sound like an interesting person. Even if you do have bizarre taste in ice cream.

It won’t work.

The ice cream?

You can’t keep me on the phone forever.

Like I said I have no place to go.

That’s your problem.

Tell me one of yours.

Sorry. Won’t work.

Abigail, why don’t you get the Ben and Jerry’s, flush the pills, and I’ll tell you all about why my girlfriend left me.

I think I’m okay now. Thanks for talking with me.

Abigail—

Goodbye.

Abigail, don’t hang up.




 

 

Chapter
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The basketball court was an exact duplicate of the one in Madison Square Garden, right down to the pattern of the wood grain in the floorboards. Even the floor wax smelled the same. This is where they played sometimes. Not every time…but sometimes. Sometimes the court was a ragged blacktop with nets made out of chains. You could find one like it on the public playground in Chicago. Sometimes they liked to play on the court from the high school in Milan, Indiana. A very old court in a very old school with proper squeaky floors and old wooden bleachers. This one looked like Madison Square Garden.

There was, however, no ceiling. The walls on all four sides of the gym just seemed to continue past any point where a ceiling full of lights should be. There were no seats. This was not a court for spectators. Clouds often formed at the top and it occasionally rained. Having no ceiling, the court opened onto a sea of stars that no human being had ever seen.

The ball slammed hard against the side wall. The sound went straight up and echoed off the upper regions of the gym. The echo returning down sounded like thunder to the two men playing one-on-one but neither gave the sound a second thought.

They played hard. Throwing themselves down the court and back again. Both had long hair pulled back into ponytails. Both were bearded. The elder’s hair and beard were white as wedding cake frosting. The younger’s, brown, with deep brown eyes. His skin was like coffee and cream from a lifetime in the sun. Despite their differences even the most casual observer could see immediately that these two were father and son. The most casual observer, being in a place to see them together, would already know they were Father and Son.

The Father, currently in possession of the ball, threw himself down the court huffy and sweaty. The Son followed so close he was practically riding his father’s back. God stopped short in the center of the court. Jesus slammed into him from behind and fell backward to the floor. God did not turn around. He took his sweet time and set a long half-court shot that sailed through the air gracefully and then bounced off the rim with a loud “Ba-WAAAAAANG” and off to the left where it hit the wall and then dropped to the floor. The ball bounced twice. The second was higher than the first. On the third bounce the ball lighted on the orange rim where it circled the net four times before simply dropping through.

God turned back toward Jesus, who was still sitting on the floor panting. God smiled. Jesus said, “Are you going to play basketball or are you going to screw around?”

“You were crowding,” God said.

“I wasn’t. You were moving too slow and I was getting ready to run over you.” Jesus wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his sweaty arm. God reached out his hand and helped the Savior to his feet. “That doesn’t count.”

“Fine, have it your way, Mama’s Boy,” God said, smiling.

“Omnipotent,” Jesus said.

“Emmanuel,” God retorted.

“Yahweh.”

“Rabboni.”

“Look, we both know I can do this longer. You have more names.”

“Show off,” God said.

The ball had found a spot by the wall and stopped. Now it suddenly rolled across the floor by itself and, just before hitting the toe of his Converse, popped into the air and into Jesus hands. Jesus looked at his father. “I said quit that.”

“Take it out,” God said.

“Are you going to play straight?”

God nodded and motioned with his hands to start. Jesus took one step, bounced the ball, and spun to his left. He pushed the ball with both hands into the air where it sailed and dropped into the hoop. Nothing but net.

God stared at his son. There was no arguing. They both knew it was a fair shot. A little grandiose, possibly, but a fair shot nonetheless.

“Twenty,” Jesus said.

“Again?” God asked.

“Just because you can beat Gabriel doesn’t mean you can beat me.”

“Gabriel lets me win.”

“You’re kidding.”

God shook his head.

They walked toward the wall where a large red Igloo cooler was tucked into a corner. “You want tea?” God asked.

“Got Snapple?”

“You want that Baltic Blast stuff?”

“They don’t make that anymore.”

God looked at his son and raised an eyebrow.

“Baltic Blast would be nice.”

God reached into the icy cooler and came up with a glass bottle and blindly tossed it over his shoulder. It dropped into the savior’s hand. God pulled a tea out for himself and grabbed a towel from the floor. He wiped the sweat from his face and head and then sat down leaning against the wall.

“Ohhhhhhhhhhh me!” he said, and held the cold bottle to his forehead.

Jesus sat next to him, and they were both quiet for a moment.

“Basketball is a beautiful game,” God said, “played with the legs and the tips of the fingers….”

“…demanding you to be a horse, but also a bird,” Jesus finished. “I remember that from someplace. Who said it?”

“Keillor, I think,” God said. “Might have been Magic.”

“Sounds like Keillor,” Jesus said, and opened his drink. He took a long pull at the bottle and then said, “So, Gabriel lets you win?”

God sighed and leaned his head back against the wall. He closed his eyes and a breeze seemed to drift down from the nonexistent ceiling. “Gabriel starts running away with the game and then he sees me huffing and puffing and he starts to make really stupid mistakes on purpose.”

“He really thinks you don’t know?”

“You can shut some things off, but not others. You and I, we play it straight. But once I read Gabriel to see what he was thinking.”

“What did you find out?”

“I found out that he was letting me win.”

“And what did we learn from this?” Jesus asked the question like a kindergarten Sunday school teacher.

God opened one eye and looked at Jesus.

“So,” Jesus continued. “You found out that he was letting you win and then you let him let you win?”

“I also found out that it made him happy.”

“You are a strange individual.”

“You take after your mother,” God returned.

The basketball in the corner of the room suddenly began to roll on its own. It made a long wide curve around the center of the court and rolled over to where the two men were sitting. God set down his tea and picked up the ball, spinning it on his finger.

A few swipes with his other hand and the ball was now spinning all on its own.

Jesus watched as the ball became a globe. Clay at first, dark and brown, but then it began to glow as if it were red hot. Clouds formed and rained down on the spinning, freshly-made planet. Jesus watched as the oceans began filling in. Beaches and land masses formed. The entire evolution of a planet spinning on the end of God’s finger. In seconds they watched cities form. Highways shot across the land masses. Tiny planes and boats spanned the spaces between the land masses. Jesus watched as a rocket fired and hovered six inches above the spinning globe. He wanted to reach out and touch it, but knew he should not. The rocket returned to the planet and within a minute the land masses began firing missiles at each other. One side began to glow and then the other until the entire globe was once again hot and fiery. It cooled to black and gray and all the while continued to spin on the end of God’s finger. It spun for another ten seconds before becoming a basketball again. God rolled the ball across the floor in disgust.

“Shoot,” he said.

“A lot of them seem to end that way,” Jesus said.

“They can cherish each other or they can kill each other. Their choice.” God sipped his tea.

“Thanks for not sending me down again.”

“I told you I wouldn’t do that ever again. Never that way, at least. If you ever want to go back it’s up to you.”

“I’ll think about it,” Jesus said. He finished off the last of his bottle and set the empty by the cooler. “Another game? I’ll spot you ten.”

God shook his head.

“Your Majesty?”

Both the Father and the Son looked up as a young woman with red hair lowered herself out of the mist above. Her wings were fluffy and thick with large feathers. Her sparkling white robe hung past her feet, but that was okay because she hovered 12 inches from the floor. She looked like a child who had just been cast as the “main angel” in the Christmas pageant and had an overzealous mother.
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