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I believe in Christianity as I believe that the sun has risen: not only because I see it, but because by it I see everything else.


—C. S. LEWIS





PROLOGUE






A pastor prays.


A soldier surrenders.


A criminal flees.


A woman prays.


A medic doubts.


A mother winces.


A grandfather navigates.


A child cries.


A murderer passes.


A friend grieves.


A nurse awaits.


A doctor scorns.


All while God watches over them, wanting one thing, asking for one simple thing . . .




We are all searching. I believe this without a doubt.


Faith, of course, is my life, my love, my passion. But you don’t have to be a pastor to long for meaning.


It’s late as I write this and I think of the windy city surrounding me. This great beating heart, hanging on the edge of an even greater lake. There are ten million people here. Ten million souls. Each of them searching for some sort of meaning in their lives.


But how many actually find it?


I know the reality. Some believe they find it in a dead end they wander into. They allow themselves to settle in. Others drive down highways headed to nowhere for their entire life. Some of them are running away, others refusing to ask for directions.


It’s easy to run or even ignore the truth. You can miss it, even when it’s right there in front of your eyes.


Like the cross on top of the hospital. The one I see every day on my commute to the church. Countless people pass underneath that cross every day. But how many notice it? And for those who do, what does it mean to them? Ask me and I’ll tell you it’s about forgiveness and redemption. Because I know that’s what it’s supposed to mean.


At least that’s what I would have said a month ago.


But what does the cross truly mean? And why do we all seem to forget it? And how might God—assuming there is a God—go about trying to get us to remember?


I’m remembering everything now, and how it all started that one night at that very hospital, underneath that very cross.





LACEY






She wasn’t supposed to still be there.


The lights of the city passed her by in a blur. They no longer made Lacey happy, but then few things did anymore. Chicago used to hold such promise, but now those shimmers felt like lights on a neighbor’s Christmas tree. She could see them but she knew there were no presents for her underneath. She couldn’t even get inside to touch them.


Lacey faded, then came back, then faded again. The siren in the ambulance continued to blare. She wasn’t dead, right? They had stabilized her, she thought. She didn’t know. Half of her felt like she was floating and the other half was freezing in this uncomfortable bed on wheels. She did know that her neighbor had come into her apartment at the very worst time possible. Of course, Lacey would never tell anybody else this, but you don’t usually talk about your suicide, right? Or in this case, your attempted suicide.


“Dispatch, EMS Eighty-One to UC Trauma Center, hot response.”


Even though Lacey had an oxygen mask covering half her face, she could see the paramedic speaking into the com link. He was a good-looking guy, dark-haired and fit and maybe possibly a little over thirty. It was nice to open her eyes and see him hovering over her.


“On board is a priority-one critical Caucasian female, mid-twenties,” the man continued to report. “Experiencing acute respiratory difficulty. Airway constriction still allows for oxygen. Pushing one hundred percent at fifteen liters a minute. I’m gonna pass on the trache unless you advise me otherwise.”


“Affirmative, Eighty-One,” a female voice answered. “Let’s try not to cut her if we don’t have to.”


Cut her, a voice inside Lacey screamed in alarm. I would’ve done that myself if I wanted to go that route.


The uncomfortable stretcher she lay on shook gently as the ambulance raced down the street. She wanted to tell the paramedic that she didn’t want them to go to all this trouble. She didn’t mean to get everybody into a panic over the allergic reaction to her dinner. She thought of Pam and already felt bad. Her poor neighbor had found her nearly unconscious, unable to breathe, on the couch with four boxes of Chinese food nearby on the glass table. She had blacked out just as Pam dialed 911. Lacey wasn’t even able to swallow that last full bite of General Tso’s chicken.


The paramedic glanced down at her and smiled.


“We’re almost there, okay?” he said. “You’ll be back to your old self in no time. Just keep breathing.”


She nodded and tried to smile even though the mask probably hid it.


My old self.


Ah, the irony of his statement. It was a cliché, really. “Back to your old self in no time.” The reality was she didn’t want to go back to her old self, that she didn’t like her old self. Her old life. Her old everything.


Time was all she had, but unlike that song, it wasn’t on her side. It hadn’t been for quite a while now.


That song reminded her of her father. She pictured him now and felt the regret in her soul. This was followed by a snapshot of Donny, which replaced that regret with anger. Sometimes the pictures blurred, and sometimes the emotions blurred with them. Regret, anger, hurt, fear, isolation . . . There were too many, and none of them were good.


The ambulance turned and started to slow down and Lacey assumed they had arrived.


She couldn’t help feel a wave of disappointment.


All that energy and courage it had taken to do the unthinkable. And now this.


Now she was here and she would be starting over at square one. But it wouldn’t change the past twenty-five years. Nothing could change that.


The only person who could change things was Lacey. That’s exactly what she had tried to do tonight.


Maybe she would have to try again once she got out of there.





ELENA






Everything can change in a minute when you’re working in the ER. A steady night can turn into a nightmare very fast. A rush of adrenaline can come at any moment, even though you might be prepared and ready and think you’ve seen it all. For the staff at the University of Chicago Medical Center, just like the staff of any hospital in any thriving city, the truth is you’ve never seen it all. Every sunrise and sunset bring chances to be surprised and shocked and thankful for the life you’re living.


Elena Wilson checked the vital signs for the recently admitted patient now unconscious but stable in her bed. She wasn’t surprised to see the young woman on the stretcher at this time of night. It was a pretty young woman, and Elena figured she’d overdosed or tried to take her own life. But she didn’t have time to try to contemplate what happened. Her role was to make sure this young woman made it through the night. Whatever happened before this could wait. Making it to tomorrow was what mattered now.


She had barely seen Bobby when he brought the stretcher in and she took over. Elena occasionally managed to see him during work hours whenever they had to bring someone in. Once Bobby had finally become a full-time paramedic, they both were grateful to be working in the same industry, to be helping people on a daily basis, and to know the stresses that life could bring. In a hospital full of so many people and colleagues and sharks, Elena was glad to have Bobby around every now and then. Sometimes the only chance they had to see each other was in the hospital, passing each other by in their revolving and seemingly never-ending shifts. Occasionally she felt guilty about this, and about their boys, who didn’t see their parents together often.


But you do what you have to do.


This was what they had to do at the moment. Elena told herself that over and over again.


It seemed like it took the doctor forever to get there, but she knew the doctor on call right now. It wouldn’t surprise her if it would be another ten minutes or more. Dr. Farell was just that sort of guy.


In the small treatment space, which resembled the other dozen down this white-washed hallway, Elena stood and stared at the young woman named Lacey. She was so young and full of potential and life. She wondered what had gone wrong and why Lacey was here. What decisions had brought her here. Maybe, possibly, it was just an accident. But Elena doubted it.


I don’t believe in accidents. And I don’t believe in miracles.


The door opened and she could smell the strong cologne even before turning. Dr. Thomas Farell picked up the paperwork without any sort of greeting. Another nurse followed him. The doctor usually liked to have an entourage around him. Or at least one that laughed at his jokes and hung on every word he said.


“Eating Chinese takeout with a severe food allergy. I’d like to try ‘suicidal’ for two hundred, Alex.”


Dr. Farell spoke as if he were standing at a podium in front of a thousand adoring fans who listened to each word he said. The word grandiose filled Elena’s mind whenever she was around him. He was only in his forties but he acted like a sage in the health industry, someone who had seen and done it all. His cynical attitude and cavalier demeanor only made things worse, especially when dealing with patients like this one.


“EMT’s already pushed five mg epinephrine,” Elena said.


The doctor began to examine Lacey. “Anybody bother to tell them that’s a lot of adrenaline for a girl this size?”


“They had trouble maintaining her airway,” the other nurse said.


“That’s why it’s called anaphylaxis. My guess is she couldn’t care less whether we save her.”


“How can you make an assumption like that?” Elena said, unable to help herself.


Sometimes she wondered if doctors like Farell even cared whether they could save patients like Lacey. She knew to him, they were just that: patients. They weren’t people, not in his eyes. They were numbers and they were work and they were inevitabilities.


To Elena, they were still souls, like anybody else. Souls trying to figure it out in this world. Dr. Farell had obviously already figured things out.


He shot a glance her way, finally acknowledging that Elena was even there. The look on the doctor’s face said it all. Smug, dismissive, short.


He grabbed the loose arm of the young woman and revealed what he had been looking at earlier. She could see the red beneath a set of bracelets. It was a series of scars on her wrist. There were way too many to argue with. Elena was sure that each one of them told the same sad story.


“Do you have a better theory you’d like to share, nurse?”


Dr. Farell knew Elena. They had been working at this hospital together for over four years. The way he seemed to spit out that word nurse was enough for her to back down. He used it like a judge spelling out a sentence for a convicted criminal.


Elena shook her head and then went back to work. It wasn’t the first time the doctor had quickly shut her up.


It was an ironic life when men like Dr. Farell were paid very well to take care of wounded souls like Lacey. But that was the world today. It wasn’t fair and sometimes it wasn’t right but Elena had long ago decided there was nothing you could do about it.


Nothing at all.


All she could do was be there when this young woman woke up. Maybe to offer some kind of help. Or maybe just a few words of hope.




I love throwing a stone on the smooth surface of a calm lake. The ripples spread out in every direction, moving, then breaking. The stone disappears, but its effects continue to disturb the water all the way to the shore, where I stand.


At the time, I didn’t realize the impact that call in the middle of the night would have. As a pastor, I’d gotten many of them. In my mind they were just part of the job.


The call had come from the Newtons, an older couple in the church whom I knew well. Teri had called me, asking if I could take them to the hospital. You might think she’d just call the hospital, but J.D. wasn’t having a full-fledged heart attack. He was just having chest pains, enough that they were concerned. J.D. was closing in on seventy with Teri probably about ten years younger. She didn’t want her husband driving, and she struggled driving at nighttime. So I hadn’t hesitated. They lived only ten minutes from us.


It took about an hour for J.D. to get checked out. I decided to wait outside the hospital, reading on my iPhone in the sanctuary of my Prius. Sometimes hospitals overwhelmed me simply because there was so little I could do there. Yes, I could pray, but sometimes it felt as if there had been too many prayers left unanswered in this building in front of me.


God has a plan, I have always believed that. But I also know that in some cases—or what recently has felt like many cases—we don’t get to see that plan. I think that’s what Heaven will be. An eternity of recognizing the plans we never got to see and seeing the answers to the prayers we thought went unheard.


I put my phone away the moment I saw Teri guiding J.D. back to my car. They were a cute couple. I know that word can often be used for infants and elderly folks, but they really were cute. I know they were a good-looking couple when they were younger. J.D. had made it a point to show me a few Polaroid pictures at church one Sunday evening. They showed the couple when they were much younger. To say his wife was mortified was quite the understatement.


“Sorry to rush you out here, pastor,” J.D. had told me as I greeted them on the curb.


“Everything okay?” I asked.


“False alarm,” he said in a bit of a growl. “My pacemaker thought the battery was running low. Pretty sure I could’ve driven myself.”


“No worries, J.D. Better safe than sorry.”


Teri smiled. “He still thinks he’s seventeen . . .”


“Whereas she’s convinced I’m a hundred and seventeen,” J.D. replied. “Personally, I like my fallacy better.”


Teri gave her amused husband a not-so-amused look, a kind that I’d seen my wife give me plenty of times.


“You think this is funny?” Teri asked him. “We’ve lost enough already. I’m not ready to lose you, too.”


That was enough to shut both J.D. and myself up. Women have a way of doing that with men. And in most cases, it’s probably necessary.


Moments later, as I drove them home through the streets of Chicago, still busy even at this hour, the silence felt a bit thick in my small car. I didn’t press them. Death was nothing to joke about. I had seen enough of it to know this firsthand.


J.D. decided to break the silence.


“You realize we’re both gonna die eventually, right?”


He said this with his head turned, facing his wife in the backseat. I couldn’t see her expression, but I could tell she wasn’t amused by his tone.


“I do,” Teri said. “But if you were a gentleman, you’d let me go first.”


I couldn’t help laughing at that. J.D. continued to keep the smile on his wrinkled face.


“Duly noted,” he told his wife.


I stopped at a light, scanning the intersection. It suddenly dawned on me that I’d turned down a street I usually never drive down in order to get to the Newtons’ home quicker. And that was fine, but the hospital was near Washington Park, and it’s not the best neighborhood in the city.


I wanted to get out of there as quickly as possible.


That’s why the sight on the sidewalk next to us surprised me.


It was a girl—had to be a teenager—walking by herself alongside a brick building. On the corner was a liquor store. Farther down the street was a bar, one of those that stayed open twenty-four hours. There were no stores or apartment complexes or restaurants nearby. I had no idea what the girl was doing on this block.


For a second I began to think that maybe she was selling herself, but then I noticed something even more surprising.


She was pregnant.


She didn’t look at our car and she kept to herself. J.D. and Teri kept talking, so they didn’t notice the young girl. But I did. For a minute.


Then the light turned green and I moved on down the street. Away from the intersection and the dangerous neighborhood and this figure walking alone.


Part of me wanted to ask her if she was okay, if she needed help, if she needed a lift. But I already had the Newtons in my car. And hey—it was cramped enough with three people. So I simply watched that figure slowly disappear in my rearview mirror.


I simply kept driving, doing what anybody else probably would have done.


I think about that girl right now and I know something.


I used to think the most important thing was watching those ripples expand from the center of the throw. But I don’t think that anymore.


Now I know that the most important thing is deciding to throw the rock in the first place, to not worry about what happens and the impact it will have. You’ll never be able to see that fully. But there will always be ripples that follow. Always.





JOE






The little girl was obviously sick. Anybody in the waiting room could tell.


Joe Philips had been watching the girl for a few minutes, fascinated and amused. Her face was flushed but she didn’t seem to care. It was nice to see a girl—maybe five or six years old—keeping herself entertained using a purple pen to draw a pretty butterfly in a small notebook. She sat a couple of seats down from him and was alone. The woman who had been sitting next to her—surely her mother by the looks of it—had stepped away for a moment.


Probably checking to see if there are any doctors actually working at this time of night.


The air in the hospital felt stuffy enough that Joe took off his jacket, but the girl didn’t seem bothered in her heavy, oversized coat. The coat didn’t look like something bought new for the girl. It looked ratty, a used garment that the girl could grow into. Joe knew coats like that very well. Whenever he could find one at Goodwill that fit his massive frame, he’d take it.


“That’s a nice butterfly,” Joe finally said.


She looked over at him, but didn’t appear nervous like some kids did when talking to him. Joe knew the muscles and the tattoos that he couldn’t hide sounded off warning sirens to kids. But this young girl didn’t appear to be daunted. Maybe it was because there were several other strangers in this waiting room.


“I love butterflies,” she said. Then she pointed at his arms, obviously noting the colorful ink on them. “Do those wash off?”


“Afraid not.” He smiled, impressed that she wasn’t intimidated to ask a question about his tattoos. “What’s your name?”


“Lily.”


She looked like a lily with a wide smile that spread out over her face and expressive dark eyes. A strong, vibrant flower that was so full of colors and opened up so easily.


“Cool name,” he said. “Mine’s Joe.”


“I like my name. It’s different.”


He couldn’t get the grin off his face. This little girl was spunky. He liked her even more. Even with a stuffed-up nose and watery eyes, she still looked full of spirit.


“ ‘The modest Rose puts forth her thorn; but fairer still I hold the Lily white; who shall in tenderest Summer’s love delight. . . .’ ”


She didn’t ignore his quote but rather seem entranced by it, looking at him with curiosity.


“What’s that?”


“It’s a poem,” Joe said. “By a man named William Blake.”


“How do you know that?”


Feisty. I love it.


He gave her a nod. It was an honest question.


“Where I used to live, I had time to do a lot of reading.”


A lot of soul-searching, too.


The girl closed her notebook for a moment and then got off her chair to come sit down next to him. His presence and the paint on his arms didn’t alarm her in the least. Joe started to ask her about her mother but approaching footsteps answered that question.


“Lily! What-Are-You-Doing?”


There she is.


A woman rushed through the waiting room as if Lily were standing in the center of a highway. Her tired eyes appeared momentarily awakened when she saw who her daughter sat next to.


“Sorry,” Joe quickly said to the woman, but she didn’t even acknowledge him. “Please don’t be upset. It wasn’t her fault.”


Lily was still small enough for her mother to lift her up into her arms. The woman took a few steps back from Joe, the anger and anxiety obvious on her care-worn face.


“It’s fine, it’s not that,” the mother said in a breathless and beat-up tone. “I just . . . She’s sick and I can’t get anyone to even take a look at her.”


Those words pressed a button inside of Joe. This woman didn’t have to say anything more. They had been there since Joe arrived, and he’d already been waiting twenty minutes. The girl looked weak and sick even though she still acted like she was enduring it. The mother, however, looked frightened.


Not just of me. For her little girl.


“Just a minute,” Joe said, standing up and leaving the mother and daughter in peace.


He would have bet a hundred dollars (if he actually had that kind of money to bet) that Lily and her mother didn’t have insurance. He would also bet that if things were different—if Lily happened to have a different zip code and a different set of parents and maybe even a different outfit on—someone would probably be seeing her right this very moment. Of course, they probably would have come in much sooner. And they would have gone somewhere else, to some stuffy family practice in the suburbs, not to the county hospital late at night.


The guy he had greeted when he signed in looked bored out of his mind, sipping a Diet Coke and watching whatever he was watching on his computer screen. Joe stepped up to the counter and smiled, trying to be courteous and polite.


“That little girl over there is sick,” he told Mr. Diet Soda guy.


“That’s generally why people come in here.”


Ten years ago a comment like that would have resulted in the guy eating his soda can. But Joe kept his cool. He’d learned to do that the hard way.


“She obviously has a fever. She needs to see a doctor.”


“But it’s not above a hundred and three,” smart guy said. “So the severity algorithm puts her on the lower-priority list.”


Then the guy gave him a shrug. An oh-well-what-you-gonna-do sort of shrug. With this smirk on his skinny smirky face.


“It’s how it works,” he said.


Really?


He leaned over a little more so Diet Soda guy could get a real good look at the man he was talking to.


“So why don’t you input something that’ll put her next on the list. Unless you want the whatever-algorithm to put you ahead of her.”


Joe’s eyes didn’t waver, and his body didn’t shift. He knew what he probably looked like to this scrawny male nurse. And right now, Joe liked it. He enjoyed seeing the fear in this snotty little guy’s eyes. Smarts could get you through a lot of fancy doors, but they still didn’t get rid of those life-and-death fears everybody carries around with them.


“Are you threatening me?” the man behind the counter asked, both in disbelief and worry.


“Yes.”


Joe’s response came quick and sudden. The nurse’s response was slow to come and uncertain in its words.


“I’m gonna call security.”


The guy reached for the phone as Joe just shook his head and smiled.


“They won’t get here in time,” Joe told him.


He was bluffing, of course. He wasn’t going to harm this puny little soulless man. But he did want to instill the fear of God in him.


“Trust me,” Joe said in the meanest tone he could muster.


He’d been a reformed man for a while, but that still didn’t mean people were going to mess with him.


The guy behind the counter, sweat beads suddenly forming on his forehead, didn’t take any time to debate the situation. He swallowed and then cradled the phone. Then he turned and called back behind him.


“Gina? Can you take that little girl over there into room three?”


The know-it-all look was gone. Instead, the nurse looked back at Joe with defeat.


“Dr. Singh will be with you in a minute.”


Joe turned around and saw Lily and her mother staring at him. They, along with everybody else in the waiting room, had seen and heard the exchange. But the others didn’t matter to Joe.


For a brief moment, he locked eyes with the mother. Her apprehension was gone now. The world-weary look was still there, but something else was there, too. And as a nurse opened a door for Lily and her mother to go through, Joe could see the woman mouth silent words to him as they passed.


“Thank you.”


He smiled and nodded.


Joe felt better than he had felt in a very long time. And that was saying something.





ELENA






She found her husband in the cafeteria near the coffee vending machine, waiting for his cup to fill. He saw her coming and offered the cup to her. Elena was more than happy to take it.


“How’s she doing?” Bobby asked.


“Should be fine,” Elena said, still frustrated at the doctor’s arrogant response to Lacey’s condition.


Bobby pressed the buttons for another cup of coffee for himself. “She’s lucky someone called 911 when they did. Are you gonna be home tonight?”


She shook her head and gave a familiar guess again look at Bobby. “Maribel’s decided it’s time for the flu, so I’m working a double.”


She thought of Rafael and Michael and wished she could check on them before going to bed tonight. Elena didn’t know what they’d do without the assistance of her mother, who ended up spending more time with her sons than she did.


“Again?” Bobby asked.


“Hey, you’re the one always saying we need extra money.”


The gray was starting to show on her husband’s hair even though he was only in his mid-thirties. She wondered if it was simply due to age or whether it was stress. Elena knew from other EMTs that the job easily led to burnout. That or worse.


“No,” Bobby said. “I’m the one saying we should spend less so we don’t need the extra money.”


“Good luck.”


She took a sip of her coffee and knew the clock was ticking for her to get back to her shift and her patients. There was always a sense of urgency for her at the hospital, and somehow that dark and restless cloud had managed to hover over all other aspects of her life as well. Parenting, marriage, her emotional well-being, the tiny spiritual life she tried to have. Everything felt urgent and Elena felt in control of none of it.


“How’s Prince Charming?”


Elena smiled. “Oh, he’s his wonderful self.”


They often spoke about Dr. Farell since both of them knew him and his inflated ego.


“He with you all night?”


She tightened her lips and nodded with glaring eyes. She took another sip of coffee and then gave it back to her husband.


“I gotta run.”


“I’ll see you later,” Bobby said.


She gave him a peck on the cheek and then headed back to the ER.


Things could be worse. She could be here alone trying to figure out what to do with her life. Or she could be working here while her husband traveled the country or spent his hours in some office building somewhere. Even though their paths might not even cross during the day—Bobby’s days as a paramedic were always different—they still lived in the same universe. Small moments like this, even though they might be short and trivial, were still something. Just like the passing moments she had with her nine-year-old and seven-year-old sons.


Elena was trying to force herself to appreciate the small things in life simply because the big things always seemed to pass her by. Men like Dr. Farell lived in a world full of grandiosity. Elena and Bobby were swimming with the unimpressive. And that was okay because at least they had each other to swim alongside.


Even that’s started to change lately.


She swallowed the thought as quickly as she had the coffee. As she walked in the hallways, she passed a nurse guiding a woman with a young girl. She went to pick up a clipboard, curious to see what their story was. The mother and daughter looked like they could use some help. And Heaven forbid Prince Charming offer them any. Hopefully the ladies would be spared from that doctor and his smile and false charm.


Hopefully Elena would be, too, for the rest of the night.




I watched J.D. and Teri walk back inside their two-story house, and knew the demons that followed them. I’d done my best to help them through the difficult times, and with their grief, but I also knew that grief didn’t simply vanish. I could only imagine how they sometimes felt living in a house too big for two souls. I knew the rooms were weighted down with silence. In a small way, I understood that silence better than they realized.


Sometimes you grieved the soul that left you behind, like the Newtons did. And sometimes you grieved a soul unseen, like Grace and I did. That child we had tried for and failed to conceive never left our minds.


I drove back home using a main boulevard rather than side streets. Drove might not be the word. It felt like I floated, my head lost in thoughts like always. Sometimes I prayed during times like this, but I didn’t feel like praying. Yes, pastors sometimes didn’t feel like praying, and this was one of those times.


A prayer, however, was waiting for me at a red light. A prayer in the form of a man carrying a cross.


At first I didn’t know what I was seeing. My car was stopped alone at the traffic light. The man himself was large and imposing, but the cross he carried was even larger. The way he lugged it with both arms made it obvious it was heavy. He wore grubby and worn clothes and stopped right in front of me.


The look he gave made me wonder if he was crazy. His eyes were wide and seemed to stare me down like oncoming tractor trailer lights. The African American looked serious and stranded. He simply watched me.


The light above us turned green, but the Old Testament prophet didn’t move. He was carrying a cross, and was likely certifiably crazy. I was ready to put my car in reverse and tear down the avenue the other way. Yet for some reason I waited and watched what the big guy was going to do.


He moved and shifted so he could come alongside my car. He waited for me to roll down my window. Even before I could get it down fully I heard the man speaking in a deep bass tone. A voice thick like black coffee.


“Whole world’s runnin’ to its destruction. Devil’s dug a big hole, and people are fightin’ each other for the chance to be the first to jump in.”


I waited as the man looked intently down at me.


“Tell me, son. Do you believe in the cross of Christ?”


It was a simple question, and quite an ironic one. I couldn’t help but smile.


“I’m a pastor.”


He didn’t need any more of an answer, did he? We didn’t need to converse about the cross because both of us obviously knew about it. I’m not sure I quite understood the whole carrying-a-real-cross-in-the-middle-of-the-night thing, but I wasn’t going to fault the guy for it. Even if he looked dangerous. I knew danger came in all shapes, sizes, colors, and forms.


“You haven’t answered my question,” the stranger said, his eyes peeling me open with their intensity. “I asked you: do you believe in the cross of Christ?”


It was strange to be on the receiving end of this. It had been . . . well, I couldn’t remember the last time someone had witnessed to me. I was usually the preacher, the evangelist, the one praying, the one telling others about God.


I think my smile had started to fade.


“Of course . . .” I said, my voice trailing off.


It wasn’t that I was uncertain of the answer. I just didn’t know where he was going, and why he was asking me this in the middle of the street in the middle of the night.


He didn’t appear to be even close to letting me leave.


“Listen to me. Believin’—true believin’—ain’t just knowin’ about it, or preachin’ about it . . .”


The stranger pointed at the cross in his arm.


“No, true believin’ means acceptin’ that Christ carried this cross, was nailed to this cross, died on this cross . . . all for you!”


The man who sounded like some kind of southern preacher working his magic and getting “Hallelujahs” and “Amens” from the crowd only had my silence as his audience. I didn’t know what to say.


Something in me wanted to sink into my seat. I didn’t know why. I couldn’t move, couldn’t speak.


“If you truly believe that, then I ask you . . .” the man continued on, moving closer to me, luring me in with that expression of wonder and awe. “What are you doin’ about it, son?”


I wanted to say something but couldn’t. I was speechless. Not because of the surprise of what he said. No. It was how he said it. With a terrified and urgent tone.


I might have answered, but just then something else interrupted us.


The crash of glass made us both look the other way. I know now that there was nothing random about it, that the stranger who came into my life the next moment was brought there for a reason. This unlikely soul wasn’t just wandering in the night. He was running up to me and inadvertently holding up a mirror.


He wouldn’t know it, of course, and neither would I.


Yet I know it now.





PRETTY BOY






No goin’ back now.


Pretty Boy could feel his heart beating, but was glad nobody else could. The smashed window sounded louder than it should’ve in the silence of the night. They were mostly alone on this Chicago street. Nobody was going to pay them any attention, especially since it was just a plain white delivery van anyway. It wasn’t like it was a Porsche or a Rolls or something like that.


They were far enough away from their home in Englewood, so the four of them didn’t need to worry about angering a rival gang down the street. Used to be they were divided by neighborhoods. But once Chicago started getting rid of the projects, everybody was split up. Now there were rival gangs on streets next to each other.


The killin’ never stops bodies crumble obituaries drop.


As always the thoughts in his head came out like lyrics in a rap song. He couldn’t stop them from coming. They just had to go somewhere. That soul inside. It spilled over into mixtapes and freestyle sessions and when it was just him they echoed inside his mind. Especially when he got nervous.


Pretty Boy stood watch on the sidewalk as the guy leading this foursome took his ice pick and cleared shards of glass. His name was Kriminal. And like his name, there was nothing subtle about him. Pretty Boy often joked that Kriminal was the beast while he happened to have inherited all the beauty. But there was a lot of truth in that.


“Come on!” Kriminal shouted at them.


Kriminal had spent a lifetime giving Pretty Boy orders, but that’s what big brothers did.


40 Ounce jumped at the order and climbed in the back door Kriminal had just opened. The three of them were all from the same neighborhood. Little B was the only one who stuck out. They liked giving him a hard time for not being black, but the short, Hispanic guy had more ghetto in him than the other three. He’d been taken in by them after his mother and sister were shot a few years ago. You couldn’t help loving Little B. He was like that stranded puppy you couldn’t leave on the side of the street.


Pretty Boy jumped in the passenger seat of the van while he watched Kriminal remove the plastic cover on the steering column and then start hot-wiring the vehicle. The clock was ticking. They needed to get out of here fast. Pure, one hundred percent adrenaline rushed through every bit of him. This felt different from the times he’d just watched. Even watched the shootings. This time he was part of it. This could get him jail time.


And the reason there’s the reason for this and that’s the deadly slope we’re headin’ down.


Soon the van rumbled to a laugh, yet they didn’t drive off. Pretty Boy sat, waiting to feel the van moving. So why weren’t they going? What was Kriminal’s hesitation?


A figure approached the van on the driver’s side. Pretty Boy looked out the front windshield to see a small car waiting with its headlights on at the intersection. The car wasn’t moving, even though the light above him was green. The big black guy approaching them didn’t seem a bit apprehensive about coming close to the van.


The idiot was carrying a giant cross, too.


That guy’s gonna get popped.


Kriminal cursed in disbelief and stared at the guy. The voice that spoke through the window Kriminal had busted open was loud and booming and deep.


“What you’re doin’ is wrong,” the stranger said.


Come on K let’s just get out of here let’s go now.


But right on cue, Kriminal took out his 9mm semi and pointed it at crossman’s face. Close enough so the muzzle touched the man’s forehead.


Kriminal had once told him that he liked a 9mm because it held seventeen shots over a typical revolver, which only held six. But at this close range, it would only take one single, simple shot.


“Back on up, Old Creepy. Unless you want your time card punched.”


I’m not ready for murder it was just supposed to be stealing a car a van a worthless van nobody’s gonna make a big fuss about but not murder not this K.


The killing didn’t scare him. It was the aftermath.


The big guy with the gun aimed at his skull smiled. Pretty Boy couldn’t believe what he was seeing. The guy was actually smiling.


“I’m ready,” the stranger said. “Are you?”


Pretty Boy waited to hear the gunshot. He’d heard enough in his life, but didn’t want to hear this one. Kriminal had told him stories, but Pretty Boy didn’t want to see it with his own eyes. He could imagine the short, blunt strike. One was all it would take. This close there was no debate. No chance.


Don’t do it don’t do it come on.


The gun didn’t go off. For some reason, Kriminal was being nice.


Bet he would’ve done it if it was the Adidas Boys.


Crossman didn’t change his expression or his stance. He just kept looking at Kriminal without blinking.


“You know what I’m gonna do?” the stranger said.


“Why don’t you tell me?” Kriminal asked.


Pretty Boy could tell his brother sounded amused now. So did the two chuckling in the backseat.


“I’m gonna pray for you. All of you.”


More cackles could be heard.


“Yeah, you do that, old fool.”


Kriminal pulled his hand back into the van and revved up the engine.


“That’s right, I’m a fool,” the man outside said. “A fool for Christ. Paul and me. Me and Paul. Nothin’ but fools. Ain’t no hole gonna swallow me . . .”


The van peeled away before they could hear any more jibberish from the man on the street. Pretty Boy assumed he was some crazy, homeless person. They always turned out crazy once they’d been on the streets for too long. They began to see things. The drugs and alcohol usually turned them into fools. Yet Pretty Boy had never seen one carrying a cross.


Or so unafraid of dying.


The van headed south toward their neighborhood. The mood continued to lighten with the guys in the backseat cursing and laughing at the crazy guy they had just seen.


“Was that old dude ‘730’ or what?” 40 Ounce barked out through the laughter.


They were excited that it’d gone so easily. Grabbing this van was nothing. Nothing at all.


But what comes next hey K?


Kriminal kept his focus on the driving while Pretty Boy ignored the grade school levity in the back.


“What was that thing he was carryin’ around anyway?” Little B asked.


“A cross, you fool,” 40 Ounce said.


“Thing looked heavy.”


“Thing looked stolen,” 40 Ounce cracked again. “Probably got it from a church. They’ll show up Sunday and find it gone. Fool’ll be roamin’ round preachin’ on the side of the road.”


Pretty Boy looked in the mirror, but nobody was chasing them. Nobody would, either. This was a simple job that they were out there to do. And yet that man. In a second—if Kriminal had made a different choice—it would have all been different. Kriminal could’ve been in a bad mood. He could’ve gotten all riled up like he sometimes did.


The streets they passed felt deserted and alone as Pretty Boy stared down them.


“You awful quiet,” Kriminal said. “What’re you thinking?”


His big brother was always there. Sometimes looking out for him, sometimes showing tough love, sometimes beating the tar out of him. He was afraid of Kriminal but at the same time didn’t know another soul he was closer to.


Owin’ my life to same old story plunged through the knife . . .


He didn’t worry about his brother’s question. Not now that the rush inside him was wearing off. Pretty Boy felt a wave of both relief and dread filling him.


“That man was ready to die,” he told Kriminal. “You look at his face—his eyes? What if he was right? You know? What if we’re going up against God Himself?”


The words amused Kriminal. He was in good spirits tonight. He smiled.
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