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  There are things you have felt,
even if you couldn’t name them.




Prologue

“And he cried… have mercy on me… for I am in agony in this fire.”
— Luke 16:24


The nurse wrote terminal agitation in the chart at 11:40 and went to answer a call light down the hall, and that was the truest thing anyone with a clipboard would ever say about what happened in that room, and it was not true at all.

What the nurse saw was an old man named Harold Beckett plucking at his blanket, his heels pushing weakly against the mattress, his eyes open and fixed on the far corner of the room where there was nothing but a chair and a shadow. Common, at the end. The body running down. She had seen it a hundred times. She turned up the drip a little and dimmed the light and left him to the chaplain, because the chaplain had asked to stay, and the families always wanted the chaplain to stay.

What Harold Beckett saw was the cord.

He had never seen it before in his life. Eighty-one years and he had never once felt the thing that came out of the center of his own chest, gray and thick as a wrist and slick as something pulled from water, because for eighty-one years it had lain slack and quiet and fed, and a slack cord makes no demand. It was not slack now. It had gone taut as a tow line, straight out from his breastbone and across the foot of the bed and down into the corner — and the corner was not a corner anymore. The wall had opened. There was a depth in it that went down past the floor, past the foundation, past anything a building could hold, a throat of dark with a heat coming up out of it, and the cord ran down into that dark, and at the bottom of it, far down, something had wrapped the other end around its fist and was pulling him in. He could feel it. That was the part no chart had a word for. He could feel the drag under his ribs, hand over hand, patient, certain, hauling him by the root of himself toward the corner while his body lay still on the sheets. The heat reached him in waves. The smell came with it — ash, sulfur, a struck match a long time after the flame — and under the heat, rising, a sound: not screaming, worse than screaming, a weeping that had no floor to it, that went down as far as the dark did and found no bottom. “It’s got me,” Harold said. His voice was a child’s voice. “Pastor — there’s something — it’s pulling me, it’s got a hold of me, I can’t —” His hand closed on the bed rail and could not hold it. “I know,” said the man in the chair. Pastor Jim Whelan did not look at the corner. He had looked at it before, in other rooms, and there was nothing a man could do by looking at it. He leaned in close over the bed and took Harold Beckett’s face in both his hands and turned it, gently, away from the dark and toward his own. “Harold. Harold, look at me. Don’t look down there. There’s nothing down there you can fight.”

“You don’t — you can’t see it —”

“I don’t have to see it. I know what it is.” His voice did not rise. It was the voice of a man reading a depth chart he had read a thousand times, who knew exactly where the rocks were. “That cord’s been on you your whole life, son. You just never felt it pull till now. And you can’t cut it. I can’t cut it. There’s not a hand in this world strong enough to cut it.”

The pull came harder. Harold’s body slid an inch toward the foot of the bed, the sheets dragging, and the weeping under the floor swelled up to meet him, glad.

“Then I’m — oh God, I’m going down there —”

“There’s one Name,” Whelan said, and now there was iron in it, close and low and absolutely sure. “There is one Name that cuts what no hand can touch — the name of Jesus — and you know it, Harold, you’ve known it your whole life and you put it off — and there is still time, there is still time, but you have to want it. Do you hear me? He will not take what isn’t given. So I’m going to ask you the only question left, and you don’t have long.”

He put his forehead nearly against the dying man’s.

“Do you want Him to forgive you?”

For a moment there was only the pull, and the heat, and the bottomless weeping, and Harold Beckett’s eyes wide and streaming and fixed now not on the corner but on the old man holding his face. His lips moved. No sound came. The cord hauled, and his body shifted again toward the dark, and at the far end of it, down in the throat, something tightened its grip for the last pull — and Harold Beckett found, somewhere under eighty-one years of putting it off, one breath of air, and spent it on the only name that has ever cut a cord. “Jesus,” he said. “Jesus — forgive me.” It was barely a whisper. It was the loudest thing in the unseen world. And in the corner of the room, along the gray length of the cord, beginning at his chest and running outward toward the dark, something brighter than the room — brighter than the building, brighter than anything the eye was built to hold — began to move down the line like dawn coming up a wire, and the dark drew back from it, and the pull, for the first time, faltered —

• • •

“Nora had the baby,” Don Petrillo said. Ethan Cole looked up from a column of numbers that were true and final and asked nothing of him at all, forty minutes from deadline, in a bright newsroom three miles and an entire universe from room 114 of Mercy House, where an old man had died very peacefully at 11:52 the night before and a chaplain had sat a while afterward with his hand over his eyes. “Yeah?” Ethan said. “Good for Nora. Boy or girl?”




Chapter One

“So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen, since what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.”
— 2 Corinthians 4:18


There are things you have felt, even if you couldn’t name them.

Ethan Cole wrote about things you could count.

Final scores. Batting averages. The number of seconds left when the buzzer went and the gym came apart at the seams. Nine years on the sports desk and he had never once filed a story that asked the reader to take anything on faith. A game ended. Somebody won. You looked it up and there it was, true on Monday and still true on Friday, and that was the part Ethan loved and never said out loud. Sports were honest. Sports kept their promises.

He was forty minutes from deadline on the regional semifinal when Don Petrillo came around the half-wall of the cubicle and stood there long enough that Ethan finally looked up.

“Nora had the baby,” Don said.

“Yeah? Good for Nora. Boy or girl?”

“Girl. Six pounds something. Three weeks early.” Don wasn’t smiling, which was how Ethan knew it wasn’t a baby conversation. “Which means she’s out, and she had the Mercy House piece due Thursday, and you’re the only body I’ve got who isn’t already buried.”

“I’m buried. I’m looking at buried right now.” Ethan turned the monitor a few degrees, as if Don could be argued with
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