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Preface

THIS IS FICTION, nothing more. Its merely an attempt to examine some issues and to get us thinking about others. It is certainly no substitute for the real thing. Those familiar with my fiction know that I believe storytellings greatest strength lies in its ability to stir up our thoughts. By putting the gospel in a contemporary setting, Ive moved Christ out of my comfort zone and put him back in my face where he can test me, challenge me, and encourage me. By stripping away the historical and cultural trappings that I hide behind to insulate myself from his truths, I allow him to become more of the radical life-changer he was the first time I encountered him.

Unfortunately, the attempt also brings with it some failures. First, by removing the rich Jewish heritage of the gospel, Ive deprived the story of much of its depth. There were times, for instance, when I wanted to elaborate on the hundreds of Old Testament prophecies and symbolism that speak of Christ, but this novel was not the forum for that.

Still, that failure and others only underline the fact that this is merely an appetizer. For those who havent yet enjoyed the feast, dont waste time herego to the real banquet. Read the book that most of antiquity and todays scholars still insist is the greatest piece of writing in human history. If its been a while since you cracked open a Bible, or if youve never really explored it, start off with the gospel of John. In one sense, its the easiest, in another, the most profound.

And since Im in a confessional mood, theres another shortcoming you need to be aware of as you read this novel. To accurately portray a world in which Christ has not yet come would be to create a society so dark and ugly that its doubtful any of us would recognize it, let alone relate to it. To do so would have again defeated my purposes. So, I didnt. If youre interested in the impact Jesus Christ has had upon our society, Kennedy and Newcombes book, What If Jesus Had Never Been Born, gives interesting insights on how different our society would be today if Jesus had not come.

A final note. Scripture makes it clear that the Christ would come as a man born of woman only once. It states that his second coming will not be like his first. The first was the meek servant who washed our feet and died for our failures. According to Scripture, the second time he comes it will be as a conquering King. In fact, Jesus himself warned that if someone born into our world today claimed to be the Christ (even with accompanying miracles) he would be a counterfeit, the antichrist prophesied long ago. According to Jesus Christ, when he appears the next time it will be from the heavens, accompanied by the glory of God.

Now, to the thanks. Grateful appreciation goes to Debbie Setters, my research assistant Doug McIntosh, my agent Greg Johnson, Dave Lambert, Lori VandenBosch, Joel Carlson, Tony Myles, Tina Schuman, Sue Brower, Sherry Guzy, Nancy Rue, Lissa Halls Johnson, Nancy Hargiss-Tatlock, Lynn Marzulli, Vincent Crunk, Craig and Sue Cameron, Dr. Di, and Janey DeMeo. A special thanks also to my children Nicole and Mackenzie who would indulge me in playing the What If Jesus Were Here Today game (a sneaky way for their dad to get ideas). And finally and always to my friend and partner in life, Brenda.

Bill Myers

www.Billmyers.com














The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I have come that you might have life, and have it to the full.

Jesus Christ





PART ONE





CHAPTER

ONE

MONDAY WAS AN inconvenient time to die. Come to think of it, Tuesday through Sunday werent all that agreeable either. Conrad Davis had too many important things to do. Too many fires to put out. Too many producers to plead with, cajole, and, if necessary, circumvent.

Not interesting? Too cerebral? What were they talking about? Did they honestly think TV audiences were that stupid?

Give us another multibirth story, theyd said. Those McCaughey septuplets, dont they have a birthday coming up? Or how about another psychic piecesome mother visited by her dead daughter; those always work.

Guys ... Conrad glanced around the table in the smoke-filled war room. He could already feel the back of his neck beginning to tighten. Were talking about a major scientific breakthrough here.

But the other producers of the prime time news magazine, Up Front, continued without hearing. Or how bout another cripple story, suggested Peggy Martin, one of the few females on staff. Some guy in a wheelchair climbing Mount Everest or something.

Guys ...

We did that last November.

Guys!

Listen, Connie. It was Phil Harrison, the shows exec. He took a drag off his cigarette and motioned to the monitor where theyd just viewed a rough cut of Conrads segment. All were saying is that this piece is too cerebral. I mean, Parallel Universes? Come on, who cares?

Leo Singer, a rival producer, snickered. Next time hell be doing a piece on quantum physics.

The rest of the room chuckled. It was supposed to be good-natured, but Conrad knew that nothing in this dog-eat-dog world of TV journalism was good-natured. One or two missteps, like producing a worthless segment that no one cared about, could spell disasterespecially with five thousand kids half his age waiting in the wings for his job.

Is that what you would have said about the Wright Brothers at Kitty Hawk? Conrad argued. Or the moon landing, or the invention of the light bulbthat its too cerebral? What were talking about is the existence of other realities right here beside our own, worlds identical to ours but with minor, or sometimes major, differences.

Worlds we cant even see, another producer pointed out.

How convenient, Singer sighed.

Peggy Martin added, And worlds that have no effect upon the lives of our viewers.

Conrad glanced at the faces around the table. He was going down for the count, and his colleagues, better known as competitors, were doing their best to keep him there. But hed been in this position a hundred times before, refusing to dish out pabulum for the masses, insisting upon truth and relevancy. Thats how hed earned the two Emmys and those countless other awards.

Connie. It was Harrison again. This professor that you interviewed ... whats his name?

Endo.

All this Professor Endo has is theory, right?

Plus support from top world physicists, Conrad corrected, not to mention some staggering mathematical formulas.

Oh, mathematics, thatll kick up the ratings, Singer scoffed. Others around the table agreed. The tension from Conrads neck crept into the base of his skull.

Harrison continued. If there was something tangible, something you could show on tape, then youd have a story. But this ... Harrison shook his head and dropped his cigarette into the half-empty can of Diet Coke. It hissed quietly as he turned to the next producer. Wolff, hows that toxic-waste segment coming?

The meeting had been less than two hours ago, and Conrad was already back on the 101 heading north out of Los Angeles. Professor Endo lived an hour outside the city in the town of Camarillo. If they wanted something tangible, hed get something tangible. Not because this story was a great passion of his, but because he needed it. Despite his twenty-five years in news, despite past accolades, a setback like this could seriously cripple a career. Thats how the business was. There was no resting on your laurels. You were only as good as your last segment. And if your last segment was a failure ...

It had started to rain, the first time since early April. Conrad reached over and turned on his wipers. The blades had rotted from last summers sun, and their first few passes left dirty smears. How ironic. Here he was driving a $72,000 Jaguar but couldnt find the time to replace its wiper blades. But thats how it was with everything in his lifetoo busy winning the prizes to enjoy them. And he had won them, won them all, everything hed ever wanted and more: great job, great pay, esteem from his peers, plenty of toys, beautiful wives (although a few more than hed intended), and the list went on. Yet over the past several years, the list had begun to grow more and more meaningless. And, though he tried his best to ignore it, an empty hollowness had begun gnawing and eating away at him. Hed won the game, all right; the only problem was that neither the victory nor the prizes meant anything.

He pumped the washer fluid a few times and the smearing on the windshield thinned. Glancing at his speedometer, he eased back to 70. Besides the oil that had accumulated on the pavement these many rainless weeks, there was also the recurring amnesia Southern Californians suffer whenever it comes to remembering how to drive on wet roads. Hed been in several fender benders since moving to L.A., many of them thanks to the rain.

He rolled his head, trying to work out the tension in his neck. He pulled a bottle of Motrin from his coat pocket, popped another handful into his mouth, and glanced around for something to wash them down. Nothing. Just a couple empty Taco Bell bags, some wadded up Big Mac wrappers, and a stale bag of corn chips. Ah, the glamorous life of a TV reporter. He held the pills on his tongue until he accumulated enough saliva to swallow one. Then he repeated the process for the next, and the next, and the nexteach one going down a little harder than the last.

A sign read 23 Freeway North. Good. Just a couple more miles, then down the steep grade into Camarillo. Hed already put in a call to his favorite cameraman, Ned Burton, as well as to the lighting and sound guys, to meet him there. And, before that, to Professor Endo, who was only too happy to oblige with another interview.

Something tangible? the doctor had asked in his faint Japanese accent.

Exactly, Conrad said. Your theories and formulas, theyre all very interesting, but we need something we can show on tape, something the audience can grasp.

Certainly, that will be no problem.

Really? Like what? Eyewitnesses? People who have seen these

The old man chuckled. I am afraid that if there are eyewitnesses to such universes, you would find them locked up in insane asylums, or involved in drug rehab programs.

Then what? Conrad asked. How can you physically prove the existence of parallel universes if no one has seen them?

It is an old experiment, really. I am sorry I did not mention it to you before.

What do you need to set it up?

I have all that is necessary at the lab. Just a board with two small slits cut into it and a low-powered laser.

Thats it?

That is all. We shine the laser onto the two slits and record how many slits of light appear on the wall behind it.

I dont understand. Two slits in the board will cast two slits on the wall.

Actually, they will cast several more than two.

Several? Thats impossible.

You will see for yourself. And if we cut two more slits in the board how many will appear on the wall?

Conrad frowned. Id say four, but youre going to tell me twice as many as whatever the two slits were.

Actually, with four slits there will be half as many bands of light as if there were only two slits.

Thats crazy.

Yes, if you are thinking in terms of a single universe. But ask todays best scientific minds, Stephen Hawking and others, and they will say invisible light beams from other worlds similar to ours that are involved in the very same experiment at the very same time are actually interfering with some of our beams.

And you can prove this?

I shall be waiting for you in the lab.

Even as he thought over the conversation, Conrad shook his head. To think that there was another one of him traveling to another Camarillo to meet with another professor at this exact same momentit was incomprehensible. And not just one of him, but millions, all identical. Well, not exactly identical, because according to Endo, each of his counterparts still had a free will to make different decisions along the way. One Conrad Davis could have waited to ride with his crew. Another could have agreed with his boss to cancel the segment. Or another could have decided to pursue philosophy in college instead of journalism. And on and on it went, the possibilities infinite.

Then there was the matter of time ...

It is my personal belief, Endo had said, that these various realities may also be traveling at different velocities. For some, an entire lifetime of seventy to eighty years may be lived in just a few of our hours. For others, it may be just the opposite.

Youre telling me that theres someone exactly like me in another reality whos only living a few hours?

A few hours by our standards, yes. But by his, it will be the full eighty years.

No wonder Harrison and the others thought the story was over everyones head. But if this sort of thing could be proven in the lab and actually captured on videotape ...

The rain came down harder, and he turned the wiper speed to high. Conrad was nearly fifty years old, but the methodic swish-swish, swish-swish of the wiper blades still brought warm memories of his childhood in Washington State, where the sound of windshield wipers was a part of many a car trip.

He crested the ridge and started down the steep grade into Camarillo. Even shrouded by clouds, it was a beautiful sight. The coastal mountains rose on either side, giving one last burst of rock and cliff before dropping suddenly to the flat coastal plain seven hundred feet below. In the distance, the furrowed fields of onions and strawberries stretched all the way to the ocean, or at least as far as the newest housing development that encroached upon them.

Swish-swish, swish-swish ...

The left lanes of traffic had slowed, so he threw a look over his shoulder and pulled into the far right where there was less congestion. He glanced up through the windshield. It was still there. Up to the left. The jagged rock formation that looked like the profile of a noble Indian surveying the valley. Being the first to spot it was a favorite pastime of Suzanne and little Julia whenever they took their Sunday drives up the coast.

Swish-swish, swish-swish ...

Sunday drives up the coastone of the few bribes that had actually worked in luring Suzanne away from church. Shed been a good woman. The best hed had. Committed to her family at any cost. Granted, she may have been a little fanatical in the faith department, but her beliefs in God posed no real threat for them. He gave her her space, and she gave him his. And, truth be told, the older he got, the more wisdom he saw in some of her God talk.

God ... if all this multi-world business was true, it would be interesting to see how the theologians would try and squeeze him into the picture. And what about the great religious leaders? What about Jesus Christ? If, as Suzanne had always insisted, this world needed to be saved, then didnt all these similar worlds need to be saved as well? Again Conrad shook his head. The implications were staggering.

Swish-swish, swish-swish ...

He could smell the mixture of dust and water that came with the first rain. Under that, the faint aroma of onions wafting up from the valley. He smiled, almost sadly, as he remembered little Julia holding her nose, complaining about the smell. Those had been good times. Some of the best. In fact, if he could pick one season in his life to freeze and forever live in, it would be

The blast of an air horn jarred Conrad from his thoughts. He glanced up at his mirror and saw a big rig approaching from behind, flashing its high beams. Come on, he thought, no ones in that big of a hurry. Sure, hed moved into the truck lane, but he was already exceeding the speed limit. Besides there was traffic directly ahead, so what was the big

The horn blasted again. Longer, closer.

Conrad looked back into the mirror. The truck was rapidly approaching. In a matter of moments it would be on Conrads tail, trying to intimidate him. But Conrad Davis was not so easy to intimidate.

More blasting.

Whats your problem? Conrad mouthed the words into the mirror, raising his hands, motioning to the traffic around them. What do you want me to do?

And then he saw the driver. A kid. He wasnt looking at Conrad. Instead, he was fighting something in the cab. Perhaps stomping on foot pedals or wrestling with the gearshiftConrad couldnt tell for certain. He didnt have to. Because when the young driver finally looked up, Conrad saw the terror in the boys eyes.

Conrad quickly looked to the left, searching for a way to slip into the adjoining lane and out of the trucks path. There was none. All three lanes were packed.

The horn continued to blast. The truck was nearly on top of himso close Conrad could no longer see the boy, only the big rigs aluminum grill.

Up ahead, about thirty feet, a cement truck lumbered its way down the grade. Conrad pushed back his panic, looking for some way out. He glanced to the right, to the emergency lane. Suddenly, the Jaguar shuddered and lunged forward. The rig had hit him, hard, throwing his head forward, then back. Instantly, the car began picking up speed.

Conrad hit the brakes. They did no good, only threw him into a screaming skid, making it harder to steer.

The cement truck lay twenty-five feet ahead now, rapidly drawing closer.

Again Conrad looked to the right. The lane was narrow, with a steep rock wall rising beside ita wall that a more experienced big rig driver might have used to slide against and slow down. But this kid was not experienced.

They continued picking up speed.

The cement truck was fifteen feet away. If Conrad was to act, it had to be now. He cranked the wheel hard to the right. But as the Jaguar swerved to the right, the big rig followed. The kid had lost control. He was going into a skid, jackknifing. As he did, he continued shoving Conrad forward ... but forward into the emergency lane and toward the rock wall.

Conrad fought the wheel.

Tires shrieked and smoked. The horn blasted.

He struggled with all of his strength to turn the car back onto the road. But it was too wet, the surface too slick. The Jaguar hit a small curb at the edge of the emergency lane. Suddenly it was airborne. The wheel turned easily now, but it made no difference. The rock wall loomed ahead, filling Conrads vision. When he struck it, the explosion roared in his ears. He was thrown forward, metal crushing around him. The air bag deployed, but nothing would stop his headlong rush at the rock.

My God! he screamed, lifting his hands against the jagged wall as it crashed through his windshield. But he could not duck. He could not move.

And then there was nothing.



Twenty-seven-year-old Julia Davis-Preston woke with a start. It took several moments to get her bearings as she glanced around the dimly lit 757 cabin. Shed just had another dream about her father. The hallway dream. It didnt come often, but when it did it always left her a little weak and shaken. In the dream she was a girl of five dressed in a chiffon party gown. She wore flowers in her hair, and in the more vivid dreams she could actually smell them. They were magnoliasfrom the tree at their home in Pasadena.

As always, she had been groping her way down the long, dimly lit hallway. As always, her fathers dark walnut door waited at the far end. And, as always, it was closed.

Daddy, she called, Daddy, Im scared.

She knew he was there. He had to be. She could hear the muffled voices, the wisps of conversation.

Daddy ... please ...

And the laughter. There was always laughter.

Daddy. She ran her hand along the wood paneling.

The laughter grew louder.

Daddy? She could barely see the door for the frightened tears welling up in her eyes. Daddy!

Then she arrived. With trembling fingers she reached for the doorknob. She could feel the cold brass in her hands as she began turning it. Further and further it turned until

Julia awoke. Sometimes she opened the door, sometimes she even entered the room. But not tonight. Tonight she had remained outside in the hallway. She never knew if the details of the dream were based on actual fact or if they were something her subconscious had manufactured. It didnt matter. Regardless of whether the details were fact or fantasy, the substance was just as true.

She looked down and smoothed her tweed skirt. The cabin had grown a little chilly, and she thought of rising and grabbing her matching jacket from the overhead compartment. But the old gentleman in the aisle seat beside her was sleeping too peacefully to disturb. Besides, the jacket wrinkled easily, and it might be better to give it a head start on what could be a very long day.

Julia turned and looked out the window. In the darkness, the lights of a small Nebraska town twinkled up at her. As she stared, her thoughts drifted back to her father. She hated it when they did that. Not because she hated the thoughts, but because she hated him. It wasnt something she was proud of, but it was the truth. And if there was one thing her father had instilled in her, it was the value of truth. A reporters stock in trade, he was so fond of saying. A person is only as good as his word, never any better, never any worse. It was perhaps this fact more than any other that had helped make Julia Davis-Preston one of the fastest-rising prosecutors in Atlantas D.A. office. She was tough, uncompromising, and, above all else, a woman of integrity. Everyone knew it. And in this age of corrupt politics and voter cynicism, some folks were already considering the possibility of grooming her for office.

She glanced at her watch. It was 4:40 A.M. She closed her eyes, hoping sleep would return. Theyd be landing in L.A. in two hours. Then it would be a matter of renting a car and heading up the coast to the Conejo Valley Medical Center, a hospital in Thousand Oaks not far from Camarillo where three, now four days earlier, her father had been in a serious car accident. Critical head trauma, theyd said. Extensive internal injuries. Initially they hadnt expected him to live through that first night. Somehow he had, but no one gave any hope for his recovery. Today, this evening, sometime very soon he would die.

But thats not why Julia was heading back to California. Shed barely spoken to the man in five years, and she was in no hurry to race to his side for some sort of artificial reconciliation. She was in no mood for a teary-eyed forgiveness scene with a comatose patient who couldnt hear and wasnt interested. No, thats not why she was headed home. If she had her way, she wouldnt show up until the funeral, if then. Julia was heading home because, a few years earlier, when shed graduated from law school, her father had had the bright idea of giving her power of attorney. It was an honor she had immediately declined, but one that his most recently divorced wife (Rosy, Rosette, Rosa, whatever her name was) had said hed continued to assign to her anyway. An honor that, among other things, made Julia the sole person responsible for deciding whether her father should remain on life support systems or die. According to the State of California, if a person is unable to make that decision himself, then it falls solely and completely upon the one to whom he has assigned the power of attorney.

Soentirely against her wishes, but living by the code her father had instilled, Julia was traveling cross-country to view his condition firsthand before giving the doctors permission to pull the plug. She sighed wearily. Even in death he remained an intrusion upon her life.

Minutes passed, and the dull roar of the plane once again lulled her into semisleep. And another dream. But this one was based upon the clear, vivid memories of her seventh birthday. It was a typical Southern California day, bright and clear. They were in a park with rolling hills and a hundred trees. Wind blew against her face and through her hair. And she was flying, soaring ...

Daddy, she half laughed, half screamed, dont let go! She gripped the shiny handlebars of her new bicycle with all of her might. Dont let go! Dont let go of me!

He ran behind her, hand on the seat, keeping her upright. She could hear his panting. I wont let go of you, he laughed. I wont let go.

They hit a bump and she wobbled. Daddy!

Im right here, he laughed.

Dont let go! she shrieked.

Im right here, Sweetheart. Trust me, I wont let go!

She was sailing, zooming, never traveling so fast in her life. The blades of grass blurred under her wheels. Her heart pounded with thrill and fear until

Suddenly, Julia awoke again. She took a deep breath and brought her seat upright. There would be no more sleeping. Not for her. And there would be no more dreams. Especially of her father. Shed see to that. Even if she stayed up the rest of the night, there would be no more dreaming about the man.

He didnt deserve it.



Conrad Davis awoke standing. Time had passed, he knew that. But he didnt know how much. It was still raining, but now it was night. It was night and he was standing in the middle of a city street. There was no Jaguar, no big rig, and no sheer rock wall. Instead, a horn honked as a car raced past, missing him by inches. He spun around and was met by another vehicle coming from the opposite direction. The driver swerved hard and tires squealed. A moment later there was a sickening thud followed by tinkling glass and a stuck horn that began to blare. The car had slid into another parked at the curb. Conrad frantically looked about, trying to get his bearings. Some of the shops and buildings appeared familiar, like those in Santa Monica, a beach city he frequented just west of L.A. But many of the others

A siren blasted. He twirled around and was blinded by a pair of high beams coming directly at him. For the briefest moment he froze, unsure what to do. The vehicle jerked to a halt fifteen feet away. Doors opened. Dark figures emerged, starting toward him. Thats when Conrad found his legs. He turned, darting to the right, heading for the sidewalk. An oncoming car hit its brakes, swerved hard, and barely missed himbefore plowing into the other two disabled vehicles.

Voices shouted, others cursed, and the dark figures began pursuit. The blaring horn made it impossible for Conrad to hear what was being yelled, but he knew they were not happy. He hit the curb, stumbling slightly, before turning to his right and racing down the sidewalk. The voices continued, no doubt demanding he stop. But he was not stopping. Not for them. Not for anybody. Where was he? What was going on?

Up ahead and across the street he saw Santa Monicas Mayfair Theater. So he was in Santa Monica. But how? And what of these other buildings and shops he didnt recognize? He continued running, passing two or three pedestrians, kids walking in the rainlong stringy hair, beads, embroidered bell-bottoms, looked like theyd stepped right out of the sixties.

The footsteps behind him were gaining. To his left was an alley; he turned so hard his feet nearly slipped, but he caught his balance and continued running.

Stop! the voices behind him shouted. We order you to stop!

Conrad bore down. He wasnt sure how much farther he could go. It had been a long time since hed sprinted like this. His lungs were already crying out for air.

Headlights swept in and bounced behind him, illuminating the alley. He heard a car accelerate, knew he couldnt outrun it. It would be over in seconds. Hed be struck from behind, knocked to the ground, maybe run over. The car roared closer. Then, out of the corner of his left eye, he could see the headlights. Instead of hitting him, it was pulling beside him.

Get in! another voice shouted.

He turned to see an old Volkswagen bus, handpainted with fluorescent flowers. The passengers window was rolled down, and a black kid with a full-blown Afro was shouting, Get in!

Now he heard other voices, younger. Come on! Jump in! Hurry! The bus pulled ahead to reveal two more kids, a guy and a girl, dressed in hippie garb similar to the pedestrians hed seen. They leaned out the open side door, reaching for him. Take my hand! they shouted. Come on, man! Theyre right behind you!

There was a loud thump on the back of the bus. Then another. The kids looked past Conrad in wide-eyed fear.

Stop! a voice behind him shouted. It was less than two yards away. I order you to stop!

Another thump, this time followed by the shattering of glass.

Oh, man, the girl moaned. She turned to the driver, shouting, The pigs just busted your taillight, man.

Take my hand! her companion reached out further to Conrad. Take it now!

Conrad had no choice. Whoever pursued him had bats or rocks or something equally as painful, and these kidswell, at least they wanted to help. He threw them another glance.

Take my hand, man! Take my hand!

It was now or never. He veered toward the VW bus, then tried leaping inside. Unfortunately, tried was the operative word. It wasnt as easy as it looked. He barely caught his left knee on the edge, before the weight of the rest of his body began twisting him away, pulling him off. There was nothing he could do except hope hed roll free of the wheels and not fall under them. Thats when each kid grabbed him by an arm and pulled with all of their might. He wasnt a heavy man, but heavy enough. At last they succeeded, and he flew into the bus, landing face first into green shag carpeting, gasping for air.

We got him! the kids shouted. Step on it, man! Lets go, lets go!

The bus accelerated as they shut the door.

You okay, mister? The young woman leaned over him. You all right?

Conrad wanted to answer, but at the moment he had more important things to dolike breathe. The bus continued to bounce and sway as the young man from the back shouted directions. Right up there! Turn right up there, man!

When hed finally caught his breath, Conrad attempted to sit up.

Here, let me help, the girl said. She was a sweet thing, seventeen, eighteen, straight blond hair, peasant blouse pulled off the shoulders, and bracelets. Lots of jangling bracelets.

There were no seats in the back, just the green shag carpeting, a mattress with a coarse Mexican blanket pulled across it, and eight-track tapesa half-dozen eight-track tapes scattered along the side. Beads swayed back and forth over the windows, and a sweet pungent odor filled the air. Although Conrad hadnt smelled it in years, he immediately recognized it as pot.

Where am I? he asked.

You dont know where you are? the blond said.

Am I ... dead? Am I in Heaven?

The group broke into laughter.

Thats a good one, man, the kid up front chuckled. No, mister, you aint dead, at least not yet.

But we could definitely show you some Heaven, the young man beside him said as he pulled out a few pills from his leather vest.

Conrad recognized them for what they were. No, uh, thanks. I dont, uh ...

Not your thing? The kid smiled.

No ...

He shrugged. Thas cool.

Conrads head swam. What was going on? A dream? A hallucination? No, this was too real. He glanced out the window. And the buildings. Some looked so familiar. Hed spent lots of time in Santa Monica. In fact, werent they on ... yes, they were on Arizona Street, heading east. He turned back to the blond. Is this Santa Monica?

Sure is, she smiled. Her eyes were bloodshot and watery. She either had a bad case of allergies or was stoned. Conrad guessed the latter.

The kid beside her called up to the driver, Turn right up here at Third.

Conrad looked back out the window. Actuallyhe cleared his throatyou cant turn right at Third. Its the mall.

The what?

The outdoor mall. Its been there since the eighties.

Nice pants, the girl said. Suddenly Conrad was distracted by a playful hand on his leg. What are they?

These? Conrad glanced down. Just some, uh, Dockers.

What-ers?

Dockers.

Never heard of em.

The leather-vested youth wrapped his arm around the girls shoulders just in case there was any miscommunication. Crystal here, she wants to be a clothes designer. Pretty good, too. Made me this vest. He reached down and lifted the beaded tassels along its edge.

Conrad nodded and looked back out the window. They were at Third Street and to his astonishment, making a right. There was no mall, just the continuation of the street.

So what were the pigs after you for? the driver called back.

Pigs?

Our esteemed law enforcement officers.

Im not sure.

Could be anything these days, the kid with the Afro said. Theyre so jumpy with the protesters and all.

Maybe they saw those UFO things, too, the girl offered.

UFOs? Conrad asked.

If thats what they were, her boyfriend interjected. He looked through the windshield and suddenly called, Hold onthats it up there. He pointed ahead. Right there, man. Pull up right there.

Got it, the driver answered as he slowed the van and pulled it to a stop.

They were in front of a rundown, seedy buildingblue cinderblock walls, front steps covered in green Astroturf, bright pink doors. Overhead, a neon sign, partially burned out, blinked: MOT L ... MOT L ... MOT L.

All right, the kid with the Afro announced as he opened the door and stepped outside. Everyone stay cool till I find out whats happening. He headed up the steps into the lobby.

Conrad glanced down the street. He was sure this is where the mall had been. In fact, some evenings, just to unwind, hed come down here to hit the bookshop, listen to the musicians, and sip a caf latte while watching the street entertainers.

Where was he? What was going on? And who were these kids? These throwbacks to the sixties?

Up on a billboard just down the street, a woman stood in a black, one-piece bathing suit drinking a bottle of cola. Above her, the slogan read: Keep tab with Tab. Conrad closed his eyes and reopened them. Thats what it said. Keep tab with Tab. And the bottle she was drinking from had Tab written on it. Tab? Wasnt that a diet soft drink of the sixties?

He glanced down the street at the passing autos, and those parked along the curb. As far as he could tell, there wasnt a late model in the bunch. Nothing past 1970. And the license plates? He squinted at the license tab of a nearby American Rambler. It read: April 1970.

What was going on? Was someone playing a joke? Was he losing his mind? Or had he ... no, he pushed the thought out of his head. Again he found himself looking back up at the billboard. It was crazy, and he was embarrassed even thinking it, but these kids, their van, the disappearance of the mall, the cars, this billboard. Was it possible? No, it was just a dream, an elaborate hallucination. No way could he have possibly traveled back in

All right, the kid with the Afro called to them as he stepped out of the lobby. They say theyre in the back. In the service room where they do the laundry.

Laundry? the blond asked.

Thats what they said. All the rooms are booked, so they gave them a cot and a couple blankets in the laundry room. Just leave the bus there. Its cool.

The driver nodded, turned off the ignition, and the group piled out. Conrad joined them, unsure what to do, what questions to ask. They walked past the lobby and down the crumbling sidewalk beside the rooms. There was the faint tinkling of bells on someones shoes, the jangling of the girls bracelets. Conrad turned to the kid in the leather vest and asked, You said you saw a UFO?

Not one, the boy corrected. Hundreds of em. They lit up the sky.

No kidding.

But they really werent spaceships, the blond explained. More like people. Big, glowing people, filling the whole sky.

Like angels or something, her boyfriend agreed. Really blew our minds.

Conrad nodded. Did they say something?

Yeah, the boy answered. We were out on the beach, groovin with the sunset, when this big, glowing giant, hes like suddenly standing in front of us.

Giant? Conrad repeated.

The blond nodded. And were like really scared, big time.

Her boyfriend agreed. Bad scene.

Then what happened?

Then he starts speaking, the boyfriend said. He tells us not to be afraid and that hes bringing good news for everyone in the world.

Good news?

Yeah. He says that here, right here at this motel, some sort of ruler is being born and hes gonna save us. Said wed recognize him cause hed be wrapped up in a bunch of bath towels.

Conrad frowned. Did he have a name? Did he give this ruler a name?

The boyfriend shrugged. Dont remember. But suddenly, the whole sky, it like lights up with thousands, maybe a million of these glowing guys. And they all start saying, Glory to God, glory to God ... and to those that please him, major peace.

The story was starting to have an eerie ring of familiarity. And then what? Conrad asked.

Then nothing. The boy shrugged. Then they were gone.

The girl nodded. Pretty trippy, huh?

Here we are, the kid with the Afro announced.

The group slowed to a stop outside the very last door in the back. It was marked: Employees Only. The kid with the Afro reached out and gave a knock. Nothing. He tried again. A moment later the door cracked open. A young man in his early twenties stuck out his head.

Weve, uh ... The kid in the Afro cleared his throat. Weve come to see the baby.

The young man peered at him suspiciously, then to the group behind him. He looked worn, tired, and very frightened. Who told you? he asked.

The, uh ... um ... The kid was hard-pressed to find the words. The glowing guys down at the beach. They said that he was here.

A girls voice came faintly from inside. Conrad couldnt make out what she said, but a moment later the young man opened the door wider. He took a half step outside and glanced around the parking lot to make sure there were no others. When he was satisfied, he stepped back and pushed the door wider.

Silently, almost reverently, the young people shuffled in, Conrad bringing up the rear.

And there, under the flickering light of a fluorescent bulb, was a young girl, about the same age as the blond. She lay on a cot wedged between several dirty laundry carts and a beat-up washer and dryer. Her raven hair was damp and plastered against her face, and she looked even more exhausted than the young man. But, despite the exhaustion, her deep sapphire eyes held a look of triumph, an indefinable peace. Because there in her arms, wrapped in worn bath towels, was her newborn baby boy.





CHAPTER

TWO

CONRAD FOUGHT HIS way through the empty blackness. Everything was gone. The city, the laundry room. Nothing was there. Only darkness. And the murmur of voicesdistant conversations, past and present, snippets of sound. He tried clinging to them, using them to pull himself out of the void.

Has he had any purposeful movement since surgery?

The sound of screaming tires filled his head. So loud he winced.

What was that? the voice asked.

Where?

His eyes.

Probably nystagmus.

The voice grew louder, closer. Mr. Davis, can you hear me? Mr. Dav

The air horn of a truck blasted again, drowning out the voice.

can you hear me at all?

Conrad tried to answer, mustering all of his strength and will. But it was futile. His body would not respond.

The sound of crushing metal filled his ears ... exploding glass shattered around him. Flits and flurries of a crash strobed through his mind but in no particular order. A sheer rock wall. Swish-swish, swish-swish. More squealing tires. Rain. As he fought the darkness, he tried connecting the fragments together, one way then another. Swish-swish, swish-swish. The deafening horn. The frightened young face of the driver. More glass shattering, metal crushing.

Hed been in an accident

We ran the Glasgow Coma a second time en route to the hospital before the surgery.

and, apparently, hospitalized.

But what of the baby ... the laundry room? Where had they been? Where had they gone? They were so vivid. The entire scene had been as real as any bits he remembered from the accident. Even now he could smell the penetrating odor of marijuana, hear the jingling of beads and bells.

... worlds we cant even see ...

Where had he been? And when had he been there? Before the accident? After?

No, Mister, you aint dead ... at least not yet.

More shattering glass.

Swish-swish, swish-swish ...

Weve come to see the baby.

It seemed so real. Santa Monica, 1970the flower children, the cars, Keep tab with Tab, the mother and baby ... he remembered them down to the tiniest detail.

... were talking the existence of other realities ...

... you can prove this?

He shouldnt be having any residual chemical paralysis at this point.

Maybe it was one of those out-of-body experiences somehow connected to the accident. Or a hallucination from all the drugs they were no doubt pumping into him, or ...

... eyewitnesses, people have seen these ...

I am afraid eyewitnesses would be locked up in insane asylums, or in drug rehab programs.

Swish-swish, swish-swish ...

... worlds identical ... but with differences.

The idea of a savior born in a laundry room was intriguingand hed be a fool not to recognize the similarities between what he saw and the Christmas story Suzanne insisted upon reading every Christmas morning ... although he suspected that Away in the Laundry Basket might not carry the same poetic charm as the original.

Swish-swish, swish-swish ...

... worlds identical ... but with minor differences ...

A heavier darkness began to wash over him.

Was it possible? He didnt know. Then again, maybe even these thoughts were a hallucination. How could he be thinking so clearly and yet be so ... so ...

He fought the dullness as it started to swallow him.

Maybe ... from the trauma, the drugs, his imagination, or some combination, maybe he had entered another world. And if that was true, hadnt Endo said there were others? Millions? Traveling at different speeds?

The darkness was nearly complete and still he fought it.

And if he had entered it once, wouldnt it be possible to ... to ... couldnt he ...

Conrads thoughts collapsed upon themselves as he fell back into the silent void.



Julia was so lost in thought that she nearly missed the Janss Road Exit off Freeway 23 into Thousand Oaks. Fortunately the early Sunday morning traffic was light, and she was able to swerve sharply, crossing two lanes and barely catching the exit ramp in time. As a girl, she remembered Thousand Oaks being a backwoods hick town with cowboys and horses. Well, all of that had changed. The expansive, grass-covered hills with their occasional dual-wheel ruts leading up to the summits had now been transformed into wave after wave of red-tile-roofed homes. She could still spot a few fields here and there, even catch the faint odor of dried grass and horse, but it was just a matter of time before that, too, would be swallowed up by L.A. sprawl.

She turned onto Janss and followed the four-lane road to the hospital. To her left was a Methodist church with a blood donation banner hung across the reader board. To her right a sign posted the speed limit and the words, Welcome Home. Relax and Slow Down. Everywhere she looked there were houses and trees. Not a billboard in sight. Even the strip mall she passed was signless and surrounded by so much greenery that it was nearly impossible to catch a glimpse of the local McDonalds.

Shed read recently that the city had been voted the safest in America. She could see why. It appeared to be the quintessential American town. Quiet, peaceful, an occasional morning jogger, an elderly couple on bicycles. Water from a front-yard sprinkler sparkling in the sun. Everything about the city looked safe, quiet, secure ... in many ways it reminded Julia of her own childhood.

But looks can be deceiving. Julia, of all people, knew that.

She crossed a major intersectionstill no billboards or signsand continued through another residential area until finally a small lit sign came into view. It read: The Conejo Valley Medical Center. She slowed, took a deep breath, and turned into the tree-lined drive. Eventually she found the visitors section and pulled into a stall. She turned off the ignition and was surprised at how hard her heart was pounding.

She opened the car door, was reminded to remove the keys by the chiming bell, and stepped out into the warm sunlight.

Everything was deathly still. Not a hint of breeze. Not a sound of traffic. Directly ahead lay the three-story, white-and-beige hospital. On the pole beside its entrance was the American flag and the California flag with its brown bear on white background. Both hung lifeless. Overhead, in one of the dozens of pine trees, a crow clicked and cawed, and in the distance she could hear the dull roar of someone using a leaf blower.

Everything else was silent, except for her own breathing and the pounding of her heart. Julia closed her eyes and lifted her face to the warm California sun, feeling it soak into her skin. She took another breath, smelling the morning heat and sun-softened asphalt.

Then she opened her eyes and started toward the hospital.



So do you want to move in for close-ups?

A disoriented Conrad turned from the glaring sun. He looked down to see he was standing on a small ridge of sand and bunchgrass about twenty yards from a river. The river was good sized, broad and flat, surrounded sparsely by cottonwoods. Beyond it lay rolling hills, tan and gold, sprinkled with clumps of olive green trees. And beyond those were dark, navy blue mountains shaded by ominous black clouds.

Connie?

Still trying to get his bearings, he turned toward the voice. It was Ned Burton, his favorite cameramanlate thirties, short, scraggly red hair, and a moth-eaten goatee. As a member of the old school who insisted upon producing his own segments, Conrad tried to work with those he trusted most. And Ned, with his experience and dogged tenacity, was always his first choice. At the moment, his eye was glued to the viewfinder of JVCs latest digital cameraa mere $11,673 (list price before tax), top of the line ... until next years model came out.

We got enough on this clown, Ned said, opening his other eye to look at Conrad. Lets get some cutaways of the audience and get outa here fore that storm hits.

Conrad turned back toward the mountains. Thunderheads darkened the sky above them. He could smell the moisture in the air. Already a breeze had kicked up. Yeah, he cleared his throat, uh, cutaways, that would be good.

Without a word, Ned pulled his eye away from the camera, wiped his face with his sleeve, and motioned to the nearby sound man, Mike Horton. Theyd only used Mike once or twice before. He was skinny, eager, and Neds junior by ten years. As always he was wearing earphones, holding a boom with a shotgun mike at the end, and doing his best to stay out of Neds picture. Together the two half-walked, half-slid down the sandy knoll to join the outside fringes of the crowda crowd that listened to a half-naked young man whose skin was red from the sun and whose sandy blond dreadlocks fell to the tops of his shoulders. He stood in a waist-deep eddy of the river, shouting at them:

You snakes! You vipers! Like frightened reptiles you slither from the deserts wildfire, hoping this river can save you. Do you honestly think theres something magical about this water, or about any water, that can save your souls? In your wildest dreams do you really believe that all you need to do is be baptized?

Some of the crowd murmured in resentment. Most simply listened. Conrad carefully surveyed them. He estimated there to be between five and six hundred. Five to six hundred people standing on the bank of a river in the middle of nowhere, baking in the sun, listening to someone browbeat them. Now he at least understood why he was out here covering the storywherever here was. But why were these people here?

As best as he could tell, they came from every backgroundthe rich in their shorts and polo shirts, the poor in jeans and cutoffs, teens in halter tops and swimsuits. He noticed a large number of Hispanics, and by their dress and leathered faces he guessed many of them to be migrant workers. He guessed something else as well. He had not returned to the seventies. There were no painted VW vans, no flower children. Just contemporary people with contemporary cars, soccer mom vans, and the occasional RV.

In the distance he heard thunder rumble.

You say, Im religious, I believe in God, Ill be saved from the coming wrath. Who are you kidding? the young man shouted. God can raise up religious people from these very stones! And saying you believe in God isnt going to save you! Its what you do, not what you say! Standing in a garage screaming, Im a BMW! does not make you a BMW! Youve got to prove it! Youve got to bear the fruit!

Someone in the crowd started to shout, but he cut him off. Save me your doctrines, your pious theologies. Walk the walk! Bear the fruit! Do not be like our esteemed leaders. Those who go to religious services Sunday, then continue their adulterous affairs throughout the week. Turn! Change! Do an about-face, or youll be good for nothing but firewood!

Thunder again rumbled in the background. Conrad glanced up. The storm was quickly approaching. He still wasnt sure where he was, though the desolate hills, the mountains, and the smell of sage made it clear he was out West. Central California, he guessed, maybe Eastern Washington.

The people had heard the thunder as well. Some were stooping down, gathering their things. Others had already started toward the makeshift parking lota flat area just off a single-lane ribbon of blacktop that snaked its way into the hills. For every intent and purpose, it appeared that Conrad was back in his own world. But he knew better. He remembered the accident. Vividly. He still suspected that his own world consisted of doctors, drugs, and hospitals. He suspected it. But for whatever reason, he was no longer experiencing it.

Who exactly do you claim to be? an angry man shouted from the crowd. Conrad turned to Ned, who was already zooming in for a close-up as Horton repositioned his mike. The speaker was a distinguished gentleman with gray hair and a neatly trimmed beard. Where do you come from? What is your training?

I am nothing! cried the young man. Just a voice shouting in the middle of nowhere!

Are you the Messiah? a young mother with a baby called. The one weve been waiting for?

No! Im not even worthy to mow his lawn or empty his garbage. Im only baptizing you with water, but when He comes, Hell baptize you with fire and with the Spirit of God! He will look into your hearts and read them. He will separate you, saving the good and throwing the rest into the fire that burns forever!

As if on cue, lightning lit up the sky, followed by clapping thunder that echoed through the hills. The wind grew stronger. The storm was arriving. More people turned and gathered their things, preparing to leave.

Hey, Connie!

Conrad looked down and saw Gerald McFarland, a heavyset, balding man with soft, pudding jowls. He was a news producer/reporter for the Eternal Broadcasting Network, the countrys largest religious network. As usual, he was all grins and good ol boy charm.

Conrad felt relieved to see someone else he recognized. Theyd both entered the profession at about the same time and, over the years, had become friendly rivalsMcFarland reporting with his religious bias and Conrad with his hopefully more objective outlook (though he knew there was no such thing as perfect objectivity in their business). McFarland had always struck Conrad as a strange mixture of grace and ruthless ambition. One moment the man was all care and compassion, like he was your best friend, the next hed be stealing a story right from under your nose. Conrad knew that the mans beliefs were sincere. In fact, one teary night at a bar, when Conrad and his first wife were separating, McFarland had almost gotten him to consider God.

Almost.

But there was something about McFarlands schizophrenia that made Conrad nervous. He knew the rules when dealing with other competitors ... there were none. In TV journalism, it was every person for himself and that was okay, because everyone understood it. Everyone but McFarland. Was he your friend or your rival? Was he interested in your soul or your story? No one knew. And, as near as Conrad could tell, sometimes neither did McFarland.

McFarland shouted up to him. Dont tell me ... The wind had picked up, whipping and snapping Conrads clothes, drowning out some of McFarlands words. ... is of secular interest, too?

Conrad yelled. What?

You here on business or pleasure? McFarland shouted.

Pleasure? Conrad yelled.

Didnt you see her?

What? 

Suzannes here ... thought maybe you came because of Suzanne.

Conrads heart quickened. He hadnt seen her in five, maybe six years, not since Julias wedding. Suzanne? he shouted. Here?

Yeah, got some nice shots of her being baptized.

Conrad blinked. What was she doing here? Sure, shed always been the religious type, but

There was a brilliant flash of lightning, followed by an explosion of thunder.

Listen, McFarland shouted, Im no rocket scientist, but I wouldnt be standing on top of that knoll in this storm!

Yeah. Conrad nodded. Thanks! He slid down the hill to join McFarland. Giant drops of rain began plopping as he zipped up his nylon windbreaker.

Im heading out of Sea-Tac tomorrow morning, McFarland said. Any chance of getting together and sharing notes on this guy?

Conrad didnt know how to respond. Tell him he had no idea who the kid was? That he hadnt the slightest clue where they were or how he got there? No, somehow he suspected that might be a bit more sharing than McFarland had in mind. He settled for something a little more vague. Let me check what Ned has first.

McFarland nodded. Right. He turned and shouted over his shoulder, Im staying at the Plaza.

Conrad nodded. Got it.

The storm had arrived in full force. Now everyone was racing for their cars. Well, almost everyone. When Conrad looked back out to the river, he saw the young man still standing there. He was no longer shouting and he barely noticed the weather. Instead, his eyes were glued to another fellow about his age wading toward him from the opposite bank. The young man had left his shirt on the shore, revealing an upper torso that was lean and somewhat muscular. His features were dark, his hair casual. As he approached he appeared to be a good three, maybe four inches taller than the first young man.

Conrad watched as the two met and exchanged words. Then the new arrival slowly knelt until he was chest deep in the water. He was obviously preparing to be baptized. Not that it appeared necessary. Thanks to the rain, both were already soaked and dripping. The first young man knelt beside him, put his hand behind the newcomers head, and lowered him backwards into the river.

More lightning strobed across the skydirectly overhead this time, followed by loud, ominous thunder. And, as the young man rose from the water, coughing and wiping his eyes, a most remarkable thing occurred. A birdConrad guessed it to be a dove by its brown and white markingsappeared in the sky against the black clouds. It descended, flapping its wings, struggling against the wind. Both men saw it and rose silently to watch. Another gust of wind pushed the bird back, but it would not be deterred. It pressed harder, working the currents this way and that, until, at last, with fluttering wings it landed gently upon the second youths bare shoulder.

In surprise, Conrad wiped the rain from his eyes. But when he looked back, the bird was gone, as if it had never been there. More lightning lit the scene, immediately followed by an explosion of thunder, loud and long. At least Conrad thought it was thunder. But in the midst of the pounding roar, there were what almost sounded like ... words. Phrases, really. Three of them. Booming, reverberating, as if part of the thunder. He was sure it was an illusion, just the way the thunder echoed off the gullies and river. Still, they were so clear, so distinct:

YOU ARE MY ... BELOVED SON AND ... I AM PLEASED ...

Conrad glanced back at the crowd. Several of them had heard something as well. Many had stopped and were looking back.

Conrad turned toward the river. The two men now stood, locked in an embrace. When they finally separated, the new arrival took the others shoulders, spoke something, and then without another word turned and headed for the opposite bank, away from the parking lot, away from the crowd. The rain fell harderblowing and slanting. But through the sheets of water and thick grayness Conrad saw the young man arrive on the opposite shore, stoop to pick up his shirt, and start toward the distant hills.



Julia stepped into the ICU visitors area. It appeared modern and comfortable. The burgundy carpet with its gray, geometric designs was cheery without being obnoxious. The abstract paintings of mountains and rolling hills on the wall were soothing. Not far away sat the rooms only occupant, an attractive brunettelong, carefully styled hair, high cheekbones, full lips, a figure that was slim where fashion dictated it to be slim and voluptuous where it was to be voluptuous. She looked to be in her thirties ... but recognizing the tight, shiny skin and other signs of cosmetic surgery, Julia guessed her closer to mid-forty. At the moment she was immersed in the latest Danielle Steel novel.

Roseanne? Julia asked.

The woman looked up, then broke into a smile that was the perfect mixture of pleasure and sympathy. As she rose she extended her hand and spoke. Julia ...

She sounded Latin, and why not. Julias mother was mostly Irish, her first stepmother had been Italian, and the woman after that was Swedish. It was about time her father broaden his tastes to the Southern Hemisphere.

I am so sorry, the woman said as they shook hands.

Julia gave a tight smile and nodded. She couldnt help noticing the carefully applied mascara that showed absolutely no trace of running or smearing from tears. Not that it should. After all, theyd been divorced for nearly twelve weeks.

How is he? Julia asked.

From when we spoke last night, no difference I am afraid.

Julia nodded as she took note of the womans wardrobeher silk blouse, diamond necklace, jade earrings, calfskin pumps. She obviously knew how to spend money ... which may explain why she was willing to travel all the way out here from L.A. on a Sunday morning. Of course, Julia immediately felt guilty for the thought. She knew nothing of this woman, nor of her relationship with her father. Besides, theyd barely divorced. And knowing her father, it was doubtful that hed yet taken the time to cut the woman out of his will ... which could be the very reason shed gone to all this effort toStop it! Julia chided herself. Stop it this instant!

Ernesto and Beatrice, they will be here soon.

Julia frowned. Who?

My children.

Ah, yes. Of course.

They loved your father very much. He had been such a good man to them.

Julia wasnt sure how much of the response was sincere and how much was performancethough she didnt appreciate hearing her father already spoken of in past tense. Still she felt herself nodding. Yes, she said, everybody loves him.

Roseanne continued to nod. Yes, we loved him, very, very much.

Julia prepared to sit on the sofa across from her when the woman asked, Do you not wish to see him?

She glanced up. Pardon me?

Your father. You want to see him, dont you?

Halfway between sitting and standing, Julia rose. Well, yes. Certainly.

Just go to that phone, over there. Roseanne pointed to a white phone on the wall.

Right, Julia nodded. Of course. She walked toward the phone.

Dial 423, Roseanne explained. Tell them you want to see Conrad Davis and that you are one of his children.

Actually, she was his only child, but Julia let it go as she reached for the receiver. She dialed the number and explained to the voice on the other end who she was. A moment later there was a soft buzz. She pushed open the door, turned to thank Roseanne, and stepped inside.

Just ahead and to her right stretched a long nurses station. To her left were the patients rooms, each separate and cordoned off from the hall by sliding glass doors, most of which were open. Nearly all contained sleeping or unconscious patients hooked up to various life supports. Julia resisted the temptation to look in on them, partially out of respect for their privacy and partially because she was afraid one of them might be her father.

As she approached the nurse behind the counter she noticed her head was feeling a bit light. Excuse ... Julia cleared the raspiness from her throat and tried again. Excuse me?

The nurse looked up from a chart.

Im Conrad Daviss ... Im his daughter.

The woman nodded and pointed toward the far end. Mr. Davis is over in number four.

Thanks. Do I just, uh ... Her mouth was unusually dry. Do I just go in and see him, then?

The nurse nodded.

Julia felt perspiration breaking out on her forehead. I mean, I dont have to wear a mask or anything like that?

The nurse shook her head, then looked at her quizzically. Are you all right?

Yeah, Im fine.

The nurse rose and rounded the counter to join her. She was a plump woman, several years older than Julia. Here, let me show you.

The room directly across from the station had the number eight painted in the upper right corner of the glass.

You say youre his daughter? the nurse asked as they started down the row, passing room seven.

Yes. I just flew in from Atlanta this morning.

I met your mother earlier. A charming lady.

There was room six.

Well actually, shes not, uh The place seemed to be growing warmer, Julias head much lighter. Shes not my mother.

Of course, I understand. Again she felt the nurse looking at her. Are you certain youre all right?

Room five. It wasnt intentional, but Julias pace was slowing, her legs growing heavier.

Yes, Im just a little ... The door to room number four came into view. I didnt have anything to eat on the plane, and There was the foot of the bed, his bed. Then the form under the blanket, then the stainless steel IV stands. and my heads a little ... Then she saw a pale arm taped with tubes and wires, and finally she saw the face. But it wasnt a face, not reallyjust a mass of bandages with plastic tubes and hoses and wires and

Julias legs turned to rubber, but she barely felt it. All she was aware of were the bandages and the tubes in the nose and hoses down the throat and the wires and more bandages and the hiss-click of the respirator and the

Maam, here, let me get you a chair. The voice sounded far away.

No, thats okay, she heard herself say. Im just a little ...

No way could that be her father.

Here, take my arm.

He was so strong, so vital.

Maam, take my arm. The command was firm but growing more distant. Take my arm.

And now, now he looked so lifeless, so

Her legs gave out.

Whoa, hang on, the distant voice cried.

She heard the faint scraping of metal legs across linoleum, felt the woman gripping both armsJust ease back nowuntil she was sitting in a chair ... a chair not three feet away from a mass of bandages, wires, tubes, and hoses that was supposed to be her father.



The Kingdom of Heaven is more than just some place you go when you die. Its a way of life. Its the way God had intended life to be lived. And the good news is, you can become citizens of that life right now, while youre still on earth.

Conrad discovered himself standing amidst a small crowd in the parking lot of a community baseball field. It felt like summer, maybe late spring, with just the slightest trace of a breeze to keep things cooled. Once again, Ned Burton was at his side with his eye to the camera viewfinder. Beside him stood Mike Horton, the same sound man as before. To their immediate right lay a baseball diamond with a sagging backstop in need of repair. The infield grass could have used more water, and the outfield was encircled by a shoulder-high fence displaying several sponsors namesPizza Hut, Barton Auto Repair, Blue Bird Cafesome recently painted, most in various stages of fading and peeling. Beyond the fence stretched flat farmland where, off in the distance, a cloud of dust rolled across a field behind a tractor. As before, everything seemed strikingly real. As real as the world Conrad had left behind.

This earthly kingdom has one way of doing things, but its all backwards, its all upside down.

Conrad focused his attention upon the speaker. He was a young man, just under six foot, late twenties, maybe early thirties, Mediterranean look, possibly Jewish, and not a bad build. In fact, his features were much like those of the youth who had been baptized back at the river, whenever that had been. He stood on the rear bumper of a beat-up, gray and white RV, speaking pleasantly but loud enough for everyone to hear. The audience of a hundred or so were dressed casuallycutoffs, shorts, tank tops, mostly families, moms, dads, kids. Several of the men and children carried gloves, making it clear that an informal softball game was soon to begin.

In this kingdom, if you want, you take. If you want to be great, you conquer people. But in the Kingdom of Heaven, its just the opposite. If you want, you give; if you want to rule, you serve.

So how do we enter this other Kingdom? a heavyset, middle-aged man shouted, then added with humor, I mean without dying?

The group chuckled. So did the young man. It was interesting that he wasnt haranguing the crowd or preaching at them, as the man back at the river had. Instead, he appeared to be enjoying the easy, give-and-take banter. Thats a good question, and you may not like my answer. He grew more earnest, carefully looking over the audience. You do have to die.

The crowd began to react, but he continued. Not physically, no, Im not saying that. But in order to enter the Kingdom of God you have to die spiritually. You have to die to yourself and come alive in me.

The stirring increased, and he held out his hands good-naturedly.

I know, I know, to most of you that sounds incredibly egotistical and arrogant. And Im sorry, I cant do much about that. But what I can do is tell you the truth, and this is truth: I am the way to that Kingdom. I am the door. More folks shifted and exchanged glances. But he continued. Theres no other entrance, theres absolutely no other way to reach God and His Kingdom, but through me.

The restlessness grew. A few began to murmur.

I know, the young man nodded in agreement. I told you you wouldnt like the answer. But if you stay open, if you drop your pride and humble your hearts, I guarantee you my words will take root inside you and bear fruit. He paused a moment, looking at the ballfield, then lifted his eyes and seemed to be gazing beyond, at the distant tractor kicking up dust. When he turned back to the group, he had a mischievous smile. I think I feel another story coming on.

Oh, no, the middle-aged man teased, another one.

A few chuckled. An old-timer called out, Tell us your story, son, tell your story.

The young man grinned and prepared to start. He seemed to genuinely enjoy the crowd, and Conrad could tell that, despite his off-the-wall claims, they enjoyed him.

Conrad glanced at Ned, who was looking back at him with his free eye. Unsure what to do or even where he was, Conrad nodded to him, indicating that he should continue taping. Ned repositioned himself, relayed the nod to Horton, and zoomed in.

The young man began. A farmer went out to plant seed. When he was near the road, some of that seed blew onto the pavement. What do you suppose happened to it?

It got squished by a semi! a boy volunteered.

The group chuckled quietly.

All right, the young man smiled, thats one possibility. Any others?

Maybe some animals ate it, the childs father offered.

Or the birds got it, another added.

The young man nodded. Good. Now other seed fell, but it landed off to the side where the soil was thin and rocky. What would happen to it?

The group gave no response.

Come on, the young man encouraged, one or two of you are farmerswhat happens when seed lands in thin soil?

It still germinates, a heavy woman ventured. It still grows.

The young man nodded. At first, yes. But what happens when the days get hot, when August rolls around and the sun begins beating down on it?

The old-timer spoke up. The plant shrivels and dies.

It has no roots, the woman agreed.

Exactly. The young man stooped down closer to the audience, growing more intimate. He seemed to enjoy prodding and urging them to think. Other seed fell along the roadside where the weeds and thistles grew. What do you suppose

You can kiss them goodbye, a good-looking father in his thirties called from the back.

Why? The young man rose to his feet to better see him.

The weeds are going to steal the nutrients. Theyre going to choke out the seeds before they ever get started.

The young man slowly nodded as he surveyed the crowd. Yes ... And then, for the first time, his eyes connected with Conrads. They seemed to sparkle, yet were filled with compassion. Though the two of them were nearly fifty feet apart, the experience left Conrad a little disarmed. It was as if he was an old friend who knew exactly what Conrad was thinking.

What about the good seed? someone shouted.

The young man turned from him to face the question, and Conrad felt a slight wave of relief. That, my friend, the young man grinned, is the good news. Unlike the seed that lands on hearts of hard pavement where the enemy quickly snatches it away, or on the thin soil where it sprouts until the hot sun of hard times dries it up, or in the weeds of riches and worries that choke it with concern ... the seed that lands in soft, fertile hearts will yield an incredible harvest, a crop a hundred times greater than what was originally planted.

He said no more but watched in silence as the audience slowly digested the story, several beginning to nod in understanding. Conrad looked on, marveling at the mans ability to weave a story so simple, yet so full of meaning that it held everyones attention. And his styleConrad could think of no other description except casual dignity. He obviously had the crowds respect, but at the same time he was totally accessible.

Now I dont know about you folksthe young man grinnedbut I came to watch a ball game. The group voiced their approval, and he hopped down from the vehicles dented bumper. Jake? he shouted.

A burly moose of a man who had already started for the ballfield turned. Yeah?

Thanks for the use of the RV.

No prob, he replied, then turned and continued toward the field.

Those who werent playing started toward their cars or walked to the shaded picnic tables or the bleachers. Unsure what to do next, Conrad glanced back to his cameraman. Uh, Ned ...

I know, I know, Ned sighed. Get cutaways of him interacting with the crowd.

It sounded like a good idea and Conrad nodded. Go to it.

The man shrugged, nodded to Horton, and the two moved into the group.

Connie? Connie, is that you?

Conrad turned to see Suzanne approaching through the crowd. As always, she was all grace and smiles. Granted, there were a few more lines around the mouth than he had remembered and her eyes looked a touch sadder, but it was still the same smile that had captured his heart so many years earlier. The same smile that he had turned to tears more times than he cared to remember.

Suzanne ...

They embraced. She felt warm and good. Most important, she felt real. He held her longer than he should, but he needed to. Shed always been an anchor for him, even after the divorce. And now, wherever he was, whatever he was going through, he needed to feel her support, he needed to feel the familiarity of her presence.

When they finally separated, the words tumbled out before he could stop them. It was one thing to exercise restraint around Ned and Horton, but this was Suzanne. Despite the years, there was still a connection. There would always be some part of them that others could not share. Where are we? he blurted. Do you know whats going on?

She tilted her head at him quizzically. What?

All of this ... it all seems so ... real!

She continued looking at him, still not understanding.

He swallowed and regrouped, trying to explain. What about the hospital? What about my accident?

Her expression clouded. You were in an accident?

Well, yeah ... I mean ...

Were you hurt?

I, uh ... His hand shot self-consciously to his face, feeling for wounds, for stitches, for some evidence of the exploding windshield, the rock, the crushing metal. But of course there was nothing. At least not in this whatever or wherever he was.

Suzanne continued searching him. Connie ... are you all right?

He took a deep breath. How could he explain it, what he suspected? How could he explain to someone that they may be only his hallucination? Or that he really wasnt a part of their world? How could he explain that he was just dropping in from one of a million different realities that were almost like theirs but not quite?

If there are eyewitnesses to such universes they would be locked up in insane asylums ...

He opened his mouth, but there were no words. He looked at her, seeing her concern. How could he tell her? What could he tell her? How could he explain something he didnt understand? He couldnt. No, right now, he needed the reality of who she was. Hallucination or not. Parallel world or not. He needed the simple assurance of her presence.

Connie?

It took more effort than he anticipated, but somehow he managed to force a smile, then give a shrugging answer. Its a long story.

She didnt buy it, not entirely. She continued searching his face. But youre okay now?

He nodded and turned up the smile. Yeah, better than ever. And it wasnt a lie. Because whatever reality he was experiencing, for however long he would experience it, whether it was real or not, had to be better than the one hed left behind.

Suzannes expression relaxed, but only slightly. You sure?

He nodded.

She seemed a bit more convinced as she pushed the graying hair behind her ears. The woman was in her late forties now, but underneath, she was still that same sensitive and compassionate eighteen-year-old hed run off with so many lifetimes before.

He did his best to change the subject, to try for small talk. You look ... you look good, he said.

You too.

He shrugged. A little grayer and thinner on top.

It gives you that wise, distinguished look.

Yeah, well, we both know better than that, dont we?

Her smile broadened.

Refusing to let the uneasiness between them return and intrigued at how real everything appeared, he continued to play along. So, hows Julia? And Codyhes almost four now, right?

Five, she corrected. And the perfect angel ... when hes not being the devil. You knew she and Ken separated, didnt you?

Conrad frowned. No, I didnt know that.

Almost six months now.

A familiar sorrow crept in. Even in this world, Julia was having her problems. And with his sorrow came the guilt. Not because he hadnt known of the separation. How could he? Hed not spoken to his daughter in years, had never even seen his grandson. No, it was from something much deeper. You think theyll work it out? he asked.

With our bullheaded daughter? Suzanne almost laughed. Ive got my doubts. If theres any working out, Im afraid it will all have to be at Kens end. But Im praying.

Conrad nodded. Good ... good. Looking for another change in subject he motioned toward the young man. So you found another guru, I see.

Suzanne took the barb graciously and turned to the group of people encircling the man. Not another one, Connie. This ones the real thing. There was no missing the quiet admiration in her voice. What Eli has been doing these past several months, his teachings, the miracles ... I think weve finally found him, Connie. I think weve finally found the Messiah weve been waiting so long for.

Her words surprised him. After all, shed been a devout Christian since her twenties. What about Jesus? he asked. Dont tell me youre throwing all that away?

Her response was an even greater surprise. Who? she asked.

You know, he repeated, Jesus?

She frowned as if not recognizing the name. Im sorry, Im not sure who you

She was interrupted by a loud commotion. They turned to see excitement rippling through the crowd surrounding the young man.

Whats going on? Conrad asked.

Suzannes face brightened. Probably another healing. Before he could respond, she took his hand. Come and see. As she led him through the group, Conrad instinctively searched for Ned and Horton. Just as he suspected, his crew was right where the action was, capturing it all on tape.

The young man was speaking to an older, scruffy-looking fellow in a plaid shirt and slightly dirty jeans. His face was leathery and his neck was crosshatched from years of work in the sun. His right arm was covered in shiny, uneven scar tissue. Below it, his right hand hung shriveled and useless.

Thats Brian Tuffts, Suzanne half-whispered. A farmer from here in Oregon. Lost the use of his arm in some sort of fire.

The crowd had grown very quiet as the young manwhat had Suzanne called him? Eliwrapped both of his hands around the old-timers elbow. He was smiling at Tuffts, encouraging him not to be afraid. But it did little good. The mans eyes were as big as saucers.

Its okay, Eli said. The heat youre feeling is only natural.

Tuffts tried to nod. But what was not natural was seeing the healed muscle and new pink skin appearing directly under Elis hand. The old man began to tremble. Sweat appeared on his forehead. But Eli continued speaking words of encouragement while slowly moving his hand along the arm. As he did, more and more new skin appeared ... everything, down to the tiniest detail, down to the bulging blue veins and new hair follicles.

The crowd watched in silent awe.

Conrad glanced over to Ned. Good, he was getting it all. If this was some sort of parlor trick theyd be able to examine it more closely in the editing.

Eli was down to the hand now, holding it in both of his own. After several seconds he slowly released it. The crowd gasped. Like his arm, Tufftss hand was perfect ... though as pink as a newborns. Eli finally looked up to the man with a grin.

Tuffts could only stare, speechless, his eyes brimming with tears. He looked from his hand to Eli, then back to his hand, then to Eli again.

Sorry about the color. Eli shrugged. Guess youll have to work on the tan yourself.

The group chuckled, both at the comment and as a way of releasing tension. Then, suddenly, the man came to life. He threw his arms around Eli and hoarsely cried, Thank you! Thank you, thank you!

Eli smiled, doing his best to endure the fierce bear hug, and trying to return it.

Suzanne turned to Conrad and asked quietly, So what do you think? Her voice was thick with compassion, her own eyes glistening with emotion.

Amazing. Conrad cleared his throat. I mean if thats real, its incredible.

Suzanne smiled. Oh, its real, she said. He does this sort of thing three, four times a day. Sometimes its the blind, sometimes the deaf. Yesterday he healed a quadriplegic.

Conrad looked on, his reporters instincts telling him to reserve judgment.

And its not just physical healings, Suzanne said. See that guy over there? She motioned to a huge mana biker type complete with shaved head, black leather vest, and chains. A large gold swastika dangled from his neck. Tattoos covered his forearms and shoulders, so dense that it was impossible to see any detail, except a paisley print of blues, greens, and an occasional red. Will Patton, she said. Member of the Aryan Brotherhood. He followed us down from Tacoma. Sweetest man youll ever meet.

I bet.

He is.

As long as youre not black or gay or Jewish.

Oh, really? She smiled that smile of hers and motioned to the crowd. They dont exactly look like your blond, blue-eyed Germans to me.

Conrad looked out across the ball field. He had to agree. There seemed to be a fair number of blacks, Hispanics, and other minorities. For the most part everyone appeared to be middle to lower middle class. He turned back to Suzanne. And Eli? he asked. I suppose youre going to tell me hes Jewish, right?

Suzannes smile brightened. Why dont you ask him yourself?

Hey. A pleasant voice spoke from behind. Conrad turned to see Eli approachinghis coal-black eyes sparkling with pleasure, while at the same time gently probing. My names Eli, he said. Youre a friend of Suzannes?

Uh, yes, we, that is

We used to be married, Suzanne explained, a long time ago. Conrad Davis, meet Eli Shepherd.

The two shook. Elis grip was firm, his hands somewhat rough and callused.

That was quite a stunt you pulled over there, Conrad said.

Elis sparkle did not disappear. By the looks of things you and your crew have it all on tape.

Probably.

And if Im lucky I might be able to make some late-night filler piece.

Conrad smiled at his candidness. If youre lucky.

Eli grinned and pretended to quote a headline. Con Artist Fools Hundreds, film at eleven. There was no malice in his eyes, just good-natured bantering.

Conrad couldnt help smiling back. Thats how it works. Of course if youre the real deal, well, now, Id have myself quite a story, wouldnt I?

At least worthy of Jerry Springer.

Again Conrad smiled. Despite himself, he was beginning to like this kid. Suzanne says you do that sort of thing all the time.

Eli said nothing, but looked over to the crowd and the game that was just starting. The worlds full of sickness, Conrad. The sparkle faded slightly from his eyes. Unfortunately, most of it is not physical.

And you think you can change that?

Eli turned back to him. I came into the world to change that. He held his gaze. For the briefest moment Conrad wasnt sure he could look away, even if he wanted. Sensing his discomfort, Elis smile reappeared. It was good talking with you, Conrad. He patted him on the shoulder and started to pass. But my teams up to bat and ol Jakes at the plate. He motioned to the burly man hed thanked earlier for the use of the RV. The poor guys about zero for forty right now, so I think he could stand a little coaching. I hope we can talk again.

Me, too, Conrad said. Oh, and about that tape. Eli turned. If what youre doing is the real McCoy, I could get you some quality exposure.

Thanks. Eli grinned. Dont need it. Then on second thought he added, But if its good for you, feel free. In fact, the sooner, the better.

The response surprised Conrad. Why? Whats the hurry?

Im afraid neither you nor I have that much time left, Conrad Davis. With that, Eli turned and headed toward the backstop.

The comment left Conrad uneasy, as uneasy as when their eyes had first connected. He couldnt put his finger on it, but if there was the slightest possibility that this Eli was who he thought he might be ... considering Endos theory, considering what hed seen and heard at the river baptism, considering what hed experienced in that seventies motel laundry room ... then was there also a chance that Eli knew who he was, and where hed come from? No. Conrad shook his head. Such things were not possible.

Hey, Jake, Eli called as he approached the backstop.

Sup? Jake shouted, throwing a look over his shoulder, then taking a few practice swings.

If I were you, Id keep my eye open for a high lob, outside corner.

The big man turned to him. He coughed then spit. What?

The next ones going to be on the outside corner.

Come on, Eli! It was the pitcher. He was about the same age as Jake, with the same ruddy features, but with a good fifty pounds less bulk. That aint fair.

Eli chuckled. Throw what you want, Robert. Im just trying to even the odds a little for big brother here. Turning back to Jake he repeated, Watch for the high lob, outside corner.

Jake scowled and took a couple more practice swings. But he knows you told me.

Eli shrugged. Its your choice. Im just making a suggestion.

Jake looked back at Eli again, obviously sizing him up. Then, turning, he gripped the bat, crouched down, and got ready to swing.

Up on the mound Robert turned the ball around and around in his glove. Then he rolled his head and squinted at the plate. Apparently this was all part of his pitching ritualmore for superstition and luck than expertise and concentration.

Come on, Jake! one of the kids from his team cried. Lay into it! Rip a good one!

Conrad watched. Obviously, no one knew for certain what Robert would throw to his brother. Still, given Jakes batting average and the amount of muscle and flesh that he had to move, the big guy needed all the help he could get. But the fact that Eli had broadcast it for everyone to hear made an outside lob anything but likely. Or did it?

After finishing his ritual, Robert finally tossed the first pitch of the game.

Anticipating an outside corner lob, Jake stepped forward. He guessed correctly. He took a hefty swing, grunting like a wounded beast, and to everyones astonishment, he connected.

The bat cracked and the ball sailed high into the sun.

His teammates clapped and cheered. So did those in the bleachers. So did Eli.

And Jake? Jake stood, absolutely mesmerized, watching the ball slowly arch over the right field fence and roll to a stop in the farmers field.

Run, Jake! a boy on his team cried. Others joined in. Run, Jake! Run!

But Jake did not run. Instead, he turned to Eli who continued to watch and grin from behind the backstop.

Run! By now his entire team was shouting. Run, Jake!

Realizing he still held the bat, Jake dropped it to the ground. It rang with a metallic clunk. But instead of heading for first, he started toward the backstop.

Run, Jake! By now the crowd had taken up the cheer. Run!

But Jake did not hear. Instead, the big man lumbered around the backstop. Eli met him, laughing and slapping him on the backuntil Jake threw his arms around him in a monstrous, life-threatening hug. By now everyone was laughing and cheering. Even the other team. Even Conrad. Because, whatever gift Eli may or may not have, and regardless of his seriousness of purpose ... there was a playfulness about him. A love that was contagious.



Dad, you promised. Daddy ...

The nurse had been kind enough to track down something for Julia to eat ... a little toast and some orange juice. Her head had quit spinning, and now she sat all alone in the room, just her and her father. Eventually, she knew, they would ask her permission to pull the plug. What legal procedure they would follow, she hadnt the foggiest. But that was okay. Right now there was only the rhythmic hiss of the respirator, the green glow of the monitors above him ... and her memories.

Sweetheart, not now, Im expecting a very important guest to be coming over.

But you said I could. You promised.

He looked so small in the bed with its crisp, white sheets. So lost and vulnerable. The thick, hairy armsape-man arms she used to tease himthe ones that had carried her, had wrapped around her in the backyard hammock, protected her during scary movies ... now they lay unmoving with IV needles stuck in and taped like he was some lifeless object. His four-day beard had not been shaved, and there were still a few tufts of graying hair on the back of his neck that the ER had missed when prepping him for the operation.

It was that hair that now had her attention.

I know I promised, but I forgot.

A promise is a promise. Youre only as good as your word, isnt that what you always say?

Jules ...

Isnt it?

Julia, dear. It was her mothers voice. Daddys got a very important visitor.

But he promised. And youre only as good as your word. Right? Right!

Shes right, he sighed.

The memory continued flickering through her mind. He was much younger, in his twenties. He sat on the sofa, and she stood behind him. She held his thick, curly hair in her fingers and carefully snapped in another bright red barrette. There were at least a dozen scattered through his hair. Some red, others green or purpleplus a handful of plastic daisies, along with two pink rollers from Moms collection.

How much longer? Dad asked, squirming to glance at his watch.

Hold still, Julia ordered. Just a few more to go.

Jules ...

Okay, okay, at least let me finish this one. He held still as she clipped in the final barrette. There. Perfect!

He rose and turned to hertufts of hair sticking out in all directions, held in place by the bright hair clips. He was a masterpiece of the absurd, and she broke out laughing. It got no better when he began making monster faces at her and started to chase her around the room ... until the doorbell rang.

Suddenly the monster face froze. It glanced to its watch. Hes early!

Instantly his hands shot up to his hair, yanking at the barrettes, trying to undo the clips. Some he managed to remove, most he did not.

The doorbell rang again.

Want me to get it? Mom called from the other room.

No, I, uh... Ive got it. He gave Julia a look. She tried to cover her laughter but it did no good.

The bell rang a third time. With resignation and a heavy sigh, Dad headed for the door. Julia turned and started for cover, but he grabbed her hand. Oh, no, youre in on this, too.

Daddy, she squealed, protesting in delight. Let me go, let me go!

But he did not let go. He reached for the handle and opened it. Before them stood a tall, distinguished gentleman. A gentleman Julia had seen a hundred times on television. Yet she had never seen him with such a surprised look as he had that morning when seeing her father.

He cleared his throat and in a deep resonating voice asked, Do I have the right time?

Dad grinned sheepishly. Yes, sir, Im afraid you do. Then glancing down at Julia, he said, Id like you to meet my new hairdresser. Julia Davis, this is Walter Cronkite. Mr. Cronkite, my daughter, Julia Davis.
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