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The church sat silent as Pastor Brown paced the aisles. Even the vaulted ceilings loomed too high to echo his footsteps. It seemed a complete absence of life hung within these walls, in spite of his steadily beating heart. And yet, peering into the empty corners, Pastor Brown saw the potential for a vibrant revival and a vital opportunity rapidly approaching. He mustn’t fail. His eyes darted to the stained-glass window behind the altar and watched the light from the sun shift its pink rays to an ominous darkness that he almost expected with the dissidence to which he had been privy. Reticent, his attention fell to the crucifix that hung above the pulpit. 

His eyes look pained today, Pastor Brown thought. 

Sitting below Christ’s gaze in this image reminded him of the sacrifice. Some days, the unchanging eyes appeared proud. Other days Christ’s eyes leered displeased with the activity within the parishioners He looked down upon. Today, the eyes held a disturbing shade of agony. 

Deciding to steady his nerves with prayer, Pastor Brown closed his eyes and began, allowing some of the words to audibly escape his lips as though God could hear them better that way. “—the burden of trials and sufferings, I cast myself at Your feet, that You may renew my strength and my courage, while I rest here in Your Presence.” He paused before continuing in silence and then said aloud, “Your powerful hand can lighten its weight. O Divine King, Jesus, whose heart is so compassionate to the afflicted, I wish to live in You.” A tear crawled down Pastor Brown’s cheek. “At the hour of my death, be my hope and my refuge.” 

A gentle breeze rolled in as Pastor Brown heard the heavy hinges swing the main door open behind him. He exhaled the word, “Amen.” Uneasiness took him when he realized he remained apprehensive.

As he quickly made the sign of the cross, he cast a glance over his shoulder to see Julius Michaels slide into the pew in his periphery. Pastor Brown shifted his weight so he could see all of Julius’ face and his demeanor relaxed. Here was his chance, prepared or not. The time had come.

Julius assumed a lopsided smile. “You look afraid, Pastor. Forgot that I was coming?” 

“Wiser men than me still fear, my son. Something strange is happening.” Pastor Brown confessed, lowering his gaze to his hands where he fingered with the wedding ring he wore to remind him of his commitment to the church. “A cloud of darkness shrouds this holy place and has rapidly grown over the past few days.” 

The light shining through the stained glass caught the gold ring on Pastor Brown’s hands with a twinkle. Honestly, Julius had no interest in Pastor Brown’s cryptic words. The ring reminded him of his own wedding band and Julius wrung his hands anxiously, feeling the metal against his skin. 

Why am I here again?

“Evil,” Pastor Brown said, pulling Julius’ focus back to the moment. 

“That sounds like a problem for you and your God.” 

“My God?” Pastor Brown echoed. “And who is yours?” 

Julius hung his head and pursed his lips. “It doesn’t matter.” He lowered his voice and exhaled, “I can’t go on living anymore.” 

“You must,” Pastor Brown insisted, his voice laced with concern. 

“Why?” Julius exploded. “And what does it matter? I have nothing to live for!” 

Pastor Brown shook his head, face awash with disappointment. “I disagree, and you know that. But I’m afraid you will have to find your own reasons to live.” 

“Suppose it’s not a matter of can’t. Suppose I don’t want to live anymore.” 

“Son,” Pastor Brown sympathized as he crossed the floor and took Julius’ hands into his. 

As if the touch burned, Julius yanked away and rolled his eyes.  I’m not your son, he thought with a snarl. 

“Every soul that is born lives forever in time,” Pastor Brown continued, opening his eyes wide as if that would convey the truth and gravity in his words, “And beyond time.” 

Julius furrowed his brow, beset by sudden confusion. “What do you mean, ‘beyond time’? You sound insane.”

Pastor Brown shifted his weight and turned again to gaze upon the crucifix crowning the altar. The sheen of tears appeared in his eyes. The ruby red of blood on Christ, splashed over the carving’s sides, wrists, and feet, glistened in the changing light of dusk. A beam of the faintest purple with a shimmer of orange danced along the polished marble just under the stations etched into the pews. 

Gripped by discomfort, Julius groaned and rose from the pew. But when he sensed the insufferable man’s pain in the air, he plopped back down, slumping into a slouch. “Fine, old man. I’ll bite. Seriously. What did you mean when you say the words beyond time?”

“Eternity.” Pastor Brown stretched his neck and let that weird dancing beam of light touch the skin on his face before he sighed and looked again at Julius. “When time as we know it, as specific measurements, is no more.” He paused and when Julius didn’t say anything, mostly because he had absolutely no idea how to respond to something so ridiculous. As if admitting defeat, Pastor Brown shrugged. “Just forever.”

Julius eyed the crucifix to see if he could discern what Pastor Brown must have seen reflected in the eerie sight. Stationary eyes and polished wood stared back at him. Five fingers and five toes on each splayed extremity. Nothing unusual about that. An artist’s interpretation of agonizing pain to spark an emotion in parishioners who have never known pain of such magnitude. Didn’t seem all that special. Julius knew pain. Julius knew too well agonizing pain and did not need a visual aide to remind him of suffering. Seemed pretty straight forward to him.

What detail was he missing? What did Brown see that he didn’t?  

“Going out on a limb,” he humored, “I’m guessing eternity is a long time, Pastor.” 

Pastor Brown nodded. “It is. So, one has to be careful about the choices made while time still exists. Our loving God gave us our lives in this world as a gift.” 

Julius looked again at the crucifix. The centerpiece of the church, Julius thought. 

“Tell me this, Pastor;” Julius paused looking for the words to assure, when answered, he would be convinced with the response. “Tell me how a loving God could exist and watch me suffer like this. He took everything from me.” Julius closed his eyes and stubbornly willed his tears away. “And He gave nothing back.” 

“Who knows why He does the things He does? Who can fathom His timing? I just know there is more to truth than this. And He will never put an obstacle in our path that we cannot overcome without his help. Won’t you let him help you?” 

Julius pursed his lips and shook his head. “Naw. I don’t believe there is a God, hell, or heaven. All superstitious nonsense to keep society in line.” Julius sighed deeply, huffing his exhalation through puffed cheeks. “This is all there is,” he said and looked into Pastor Brown’s eyes declaring, “There is nothing more.” 

“What a gloomy, disheartening way to live.”

“Stop!” Julius shook his head again and rose from the pew. “I don’t need this.” 

“Everyone believes in something. But you cannot alter the truth.” Pastor Brown fingered his wedding ring again. “Julius, you have the power to make a different choice. You still have time. He’s still waiting, and he’ll wait until the end. But God is a gentleman. He will not force himself into your heart. You must open the door when he knocks.” 

Julius rolled his eyes and dropped his voice to a grumble. “I honored your request to meet, but this is the last conversation you and I will ever have.” After finding his feet, Julius rounded on the main doors and breezed down the aisle.

“My son; you still have time,” Pastor Brown called after him. “Do not walk away from this opportunity. You will regret it.” 

Although thunder clapped outside and rattled the lead holding the stained glass in its frame, Pastor Brown heard distinctly each footstep Julius took as he made his exit.

The doors to the vestibule opened and thunder rolled in the clouds as the sky lit with fury. 

Pastor Brown fell to his knees and muttered another prayer.  “It comes now. Lord, help him. It comes now.”
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Six months before that meeting with Pastor Brown, Julius had been a different person. His brick apartment stood as sturdy as his faith. He surrounded himself with friends of like mind and exuded joy in all he did, as though he did it for Him. 

One morning that all changed. Just like any other joyous morning, Cassandra was making coffee in the kitchen. 

“Sweetheart,” Julius asked his wife, “Have you seen my light blue shirt?”

“It’s still in the hamper, sweetie.” 

“What? Crap,” he groaned. “I wanted to wear it to the big meeting today. It’s pretty important.” Mood souring, Julius grabbed his mug and took a gulp. Julius tasted the exact balance of cream and sugar he preferred in his coffee and took another long gulp from the mug. Pushing aside the annoyance of not having the shirt he wanted, he considered the other options hanging in his closet. 

Cassandra laughed, pivoted on her heel and breezed out of the kitchen. When she returned, she brandished a hanger that held the light blue shirt like a game show hostess. “I know you did,” she announced with a flutter of her free hand. “So, your loving wife washed and ironed it for you.” 

With a bout of laughter, Julius grabbed the shirt, hung it on the knob of a cabinet, and swooped in to scoop Cassandra into his arms. “Thanks, baby. You’re the best. I promise it’s important. Not just for me, but for us,” he said, scooping her into his lap as he dropped into a seat at the table. He kissed her neck and buried his head into her shoulder, absorbing her scent. “If they go for my proposal, we are on our way.” 

“Up and up and up!” she giggled. Cassandra looped her arms around his neck and smiled, looking deep into his eyes, beholding him in such a way that made him fill his chest with pride. “They’ll go for your proposal,” she assured him. “I know they will. God is watching over us.” 

Julius kissed Cassandra and then guided her from his lap. “I don’t know about that,” Cassandra interrupted Julius’ words with a non-verbal gesture, waving his doubt away. She pulled the shirt from the cabinet knob and motioned toward the bathroom, reminding him that he had to hurry if he wanted to be on time. “But I know with you in my life, nothing can stop us,” Julius finished and leaned in for another kiss before taking the shirt and getting dressed for work. 

Securing the last button and straightening his jacket as he exited the bathroom, Julius called back to Cassandra in the kitchen, “What do you have planned for the day?” He snatched his briefcase from the stairwell and headed for the front door. Cassandra trailed after him. 

“Just waiting with bated breath for your call to tell me all about how yours went. Now! Go,” she said. “Go and don’t let anything stop you.” 

Julius doubled back to give Cassandra another peck before he walked into the hallway. Their landlady was waiting. 

“Mr. Michaels,” the heavy-set woman growled, her breathing labored as she ambled down the hall steadying her gait with the wall. “A word with you.” 

Julius continued, increasing his pace and counted the steps he took. He thought if he could pretend not to hear Myra calling after him for another twenty steps, he could escape unscathed. 

“Mr. Michaels!” Myra stopped moving and held on to the wall as if the building would collapse without her support. “MR. MICHAELS!” She called in a voice that boomed through the hallway and finally stopped Julius in his tracks. 

Heaving a sigh of defeat and assuming his So sorry, I didn’t hear you face, spun around and walked back to Myra. 

Cassandra stood in their doorway, concealing a smile behind her hand.

“Could this wait, Mrs. Jenkins?” asked Julius. “I’m kind of in a hurry.”

“No, it cannot wait, Mr. Michaels,” she declared and put her hand over her heart, breathing heavily. “I have told you over and over that you cannot park your car in the back. You know it blocks me.” 

“I know. But you never drive your car,” Julius tried to explain. 

“It doesn’t matter if I do or not!” Myra’s face purpled in anger. Her words came out in indecipherable spurts. Finally, Julius heard her say, “Make sure that you move it!” Shaking her head, Cassandra shut their apartment door.

“I will move my car Mrs. Jenkins,” he relented. 

“And make sure it doesn’t happen again!” Myra exploded, unreasonably enraged. 

“Yes ma’am.” He thumbed behind him. “I really have to be going now. I’m actually on my way out.” 

“I don’t care where you’re going so long as you—!” 

“I know, I know. Take my car from the back so it doesn’t box you in. We’ve had this conversation a lot.” 

“Then one would think you’d remember, suds for brains!”

“It won’t happen again, Mrs. Jenkins.”

“See that it doesn’t!” 

“Yes, ma’am.”

Myra nodded, begrudgingly satisfied. With an incensed huff, she ambled into her apartment and slammed the door. 

After Myra’s door closed, Cassandra opened theirs. “Ogre back in her cave?”

“Mercifully.” Julius cracked a grin.

“Then why are you still here?” She winked.

“Yeah, yeah. I’m going. I’ll be glad when we can afford to move away from her. She’s—” 

“Not that bad,” she finished with a wry smirk.

“You say that about everybody.” 

Cassandra laughed. “It’s because it’s true. Everybody isn’t so bad!”

Julius cocked an eyebrow. “Geez, is that why you love me? I’m not so bad?” Julius winked at her. 

She pretended to think about it for a moment. “You’re the exception.” Gliding forward, she pressed a chaste kiss to his lips. “Come on, handsome. I’ll walk you to your car... just in case I need to protect you from any more ogres.” 

As they stepped out of the building, arm in arm, a tall old man walked up to them. Rail-thin draped in rags and skin well acquainted with the sun, he cleared his throat. 

“Do you have any spare change?” he rasped out.

Julius paused and fished around for loose change before he dropped a few dimes and a quarter into his hand. He had stopped at the gas station last night to pick up a pack of Coke. 

Cassandra swiftly reached into Julius’ pocket and pulled out his wallet. After she opened the billfold, she handed the man a twenty-dollar bill. 

Revealing missing teeth, the old man smiled, gave her a slight bow, and accepted the money. “Bless you, lady.” To Julius, “God’s love will win you over in the end, if you open your heart to him.” He did not look back as he hobbled away. 

“Thought you said you were going to protect me, not shell out my lunch money.”

“Oh, stop it, you old sour puss. Didn’t you see that million-dollar smile?”

“That was my last twenty,” Julius muttered. 

Cassandra hugged her husband and feigned a frown. “Poor baby.” Expertly, she turned her frown into a smile that matched her eyes. “Think how good you’ll feel when you know that an old man will have something to eat today!” 

“Yeah, my burger and fries.” Julius spun around to cast a surly look at the old man, but he had already gone. 

Cassandra frowned.  “Where did he go?”

Julius shrugged. “Guess it doesn’t matter. Pretty spry for an old guy though, huh?”

Cassandra squeezed Julius’ hand. “Now get going, Mr. Bigtime. You’re late.” With a gentle shove, she ushered him in the direction of the stairs.
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Julius and his co-worker, Jeff Finchel, stood before a screen at the head of a long conference room filled with a team of advertisers. Their boss, the Manager of Senior Accounts at Marsden Avenue Advertising, sat among them.

Jeff and Julius took turns calling out the names of cartoon characters they introduced to a screen and morphing them with celebrity faces and then back to the animated character. Jeff clicked a button on a digital remote, allowing a phrase to come from speakers. It recessed in the ceiling using the various actors in the scene they created. Julius took careful note of the expressions on the faces in the conference room, pleased with Jeff’s dynamic ability to influence. He was proud of the work he had done with him. Finally, the tag line ran across the screen with a mix of the celebrities standing next to their corresponding characters. 

The room exploded with applause and congratulatory accolades. 

“Good work you guys. I’ll present this to the committee for approval. And between you and me, I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”

“Thanks, Marc.” 

Julius, elated, whispered to Jeff, “Marc Martin had no creative notes for us!” 

“I know, we finally did something for The Manager of Senior Accounts that was brilliant the first go-around.” Jeff beamed and held his hand up for a high-five. “We nailed it!”

“I definitely think we nailed it!”

“How about celebrating over lunch?” Jeff collected up the projector and wrapped the small pieces into the protective case. He tucked other miscellaneous items used for the presentation into storage compartments in a large box while Julius worked on closing the screen and tidying up the larger items in the room. 

Finally, through mulling it over, Julius slumped in the chair at the end of the table. He shook his head and explained, “I would like to, but I’m meeting my brother and his wife for lunch.” 

“Wow,” Jeff mocked. “Success is already pushing us apart.” He winked at his co-worker and pushed him from the head chair so he could sit at the forefront of the room. 

Julius laughed. “It was only a matter of time, wasn’t it? This place isn’t big enough for the two of us.” Julius jostled Jeff by pushing his shoulder while they both laughed and then he walked to the door of the conference room. 

Jeff said, “Seriously though man; working with you brings out the best in me. I hope we can do this for a long time.” 

“We’re a team.” A smile curled Julius’ mouth. “There’s no stopping us now!” He winked at his partner, “Except I have to go meet my brother.” 

––––––––
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JULIUS CALLED CASSANDRA to share the good feelings about the meeting. He could hear her joy bursting through the phone. 

Seemingly haloed in brightness, he walked down the street to the cafe. The colors of people’s clothes stood out more than normal. He watched folks bustle about, pushing past others to run their errands during their lunch hour, speech rushed, and manners dispensed with to get their business completed quickly. Julius stepped to the corner and closed his eyes, drawing in a long breath. When he exhaled, he smiled, unable to contain the pride, him. 

Matthew and Sue were already seated at a patio table when Julius arrived. After taking his name, the hostess led him outside to sit in the open air. 

Julius kissed his sister-in-law on her cheek and caught a glimpse of two men sitting in a van across the street. He shook Matthew’s hand in welcome and again his eyes were drawn to the van. 

Matthew turned his head to see the distraction drawing his brother’s attention. “You okay?” 

Julius shook off the image and looked into Matthew’s eyes, “Yeah, I’m great!” He sat and asked, “Are you okay?”

“Well... we have some news,” Matthew said. He pulled Sue’s hand into his and smiled at his wife. “Our offer for the house was accepted.”

Sue exclaimed, “The house is ours!” 

“Ha!” Julius slapped his brother on his back, “That’s great! When do you move in?” 

“Hopefully at the end of next month.” 

Julius looked around and caught sight of the van parked across the street again. He looked at the two men remaining inside. He pulled bread from the basket, smeared butter on it and said, “Do I have to help you move?” 

Matthew replied
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