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It was cold inside the house. Cold and dark. Time had ceased to have
meaning for the man sitting on the side of the bed, it might have been for
hours - or it might have been for days. He had been sitting like a statue,
rigidly upright and waiting. It was a gesture of acceptance and defeat, when
finally he moved his cold stiffened body.
He walked slowly to the curtained window and drew aside the heavy
drapes. The brilliant sunshine blinded him, his eyes flooded in protest. He
stared out, seeing nothing but a distortion of images, until his eyes adjusted.
Everything was normal out there. The street was quiet, the only thing
to disturb the peace was the occasional muted drone of a heavy transporter
on the highway. There was no one moving on the footpaths. Most of his
neighbours would have left for their work places much earlier. He guessed it
to be about mid morning.
He hadn't looked at the clock since it had happened - time was no
longer important. The last minutes were ebbing out. He marvelled
momentarily - no one seemed to know that fact. He wondered how long it
would be before the city was wiped out.
It was deathly quiet in the deserted house. He glanced back into the
room at the double bed - not to the side where he had laid but to the other,
where Mary had been. The bed clothes hadn't been disturbed by the passage
of her leaving. He knew that under the covers, her nightwear was placed in
the position in which she had slept up to the instant of her going. It was the
same story in the children's room.
The knot of cramped muscle in his stomach tightened but it wasn't the
time to surrender to his own despair. He moved away from the window and
away from the bed. He avoided the children's rooms - instead, he made his
way to the kitchen. It was tidy and clean - everything had its place and
everything was in its place - that was Mary - correction - that had been Mary.
They hadn't disagreed much but the over tidiness had always irritated him,
somehow it had made the place less of a home and more of a showpiece.
He filled the kettle and switched on the stove. He wasn't totally
helpless, he could fend for himself - he knew that he would have to from that
time forward. He couldn't face the prospect of eating anything, the coffee
would be sufficient. He clasped his frozen hands around the hot cup, not
conscious of the pain at first.
It wasn't believable - the impact hadn't fully registered. Mary and the
children were gone and they wouldn't be coming back. No! That wasn't strictly
correct - they would be back - in time. What would never return, was how it
had been - that was gone for ever. He wondered where he had gone wrong.
Somehow, it had never crossed his mind that they wouldn't be together. It
was going to be all or none. Either they would all go - or they would all stay.
He had never considered the alternative. It hadn't been an acceptable
consideration. It was now a reality.
What really was reality? He didn't know anymore. He looked out of the
kitchen window at the untidy garden. It wasn't neat and orderly like the house.
It was shaggy with rough grass and cluttered borders. He had always made
the excuse - he wasn't left enough time - too many demands on the little time
there was, always something or someone claiming his attention. He had



never learned to make time, despite all that had been said on that account.
There was only twenty four hours in any one day.
The children's tricycles were tipped over on their sides in the centre of
the lawn, where they had been abandoned after play. He remembered he had
nagged the kids about it and that had led to the restrained disagreement that
went for a row in their house. Mary had refused to have a slanging match, no
matter how much she might have been provoked. At the first sign of a storm,
she had always retreated behind a facade of silence and non-committal. They
hadn't settled their differences before he had left for his scheduled visit. It
had been late when he had returned and Mary had already gone to bed. She
had either been asleep or was pretending to be. They hadn't made peace -
and now, they would never do so.
Don't let the sun go down on your wrath!
He stirred restlessly at the thought.
Dear God! Was that the reason why he hadn't gone? His visit of the
previous evening had not been a success. He couldn't concentrate on the
subject under discussion and at the end of the evening, the Mitchells were
left wondering what was the matter with their priest. The Mitchells! - It was
time to start phoning around - time to find out the extent of what had taken
place. At least, with the Mitchells he had some excuse for making the call. He
could say that he had forgotten to mention something - anything that might
come to mind. That is - if they answered.
Firstly, he rinsed the coffee cup, dried it and replaced it in the
cupboard. Mary would have approved. It had been a delaying tactic, putting
off the moment when he could expect to hear an unanswered phone at the
other end of his call. He started towards the phone and then stopped in his
tracks, his heart starting to hammer. A shadow had passed the kitchen
window.He had a sudden surge of hope that he might have misinterpreted the
signs. Maybe, Mary had taken the children out early and had left him
sleeping - but it had been dark when he had awakened - before dawn. She
wouldn't have gone anywhere at that hour, unless it had been an emergency
and then surely, she would have roused him.
The knock at the kitchen door was firm, it wasn't Mary. He opened the
door slowly and stared at the small spare woman who occupied the step. It
was a neighbour. Mary had invited her once or twice but she had never
accepted - there had always been an excuse when it had come to the point.
She wasn't any different to so many others over the years.
"Good morning, Mr. Steinbecker - I didn't expect to find you home -
Mary asked me over for coffee - "
"She's away - visiting, Mrs. Bellamy."
The half truth slipped easily over his lips.
The visitor eyed him speculatively. Carl had never approved of Mary
having too much to do with her. She was the eyes and ears of the
neighbourhood. If you wanted a little gossip to spread, you started with Mrs.
Bellamy.
She was already assembling her facts. Mr. Steinbecker wasn't dressed
- he was unshaven and looked as if he had lived through a nightmare. She
didn't believe for one instant that his wife was away visiting.
"That must have been very sudden, her going away I mean. Not an
emergency, I hope?"
Carl Steinbecker hesitated.
"It was a sudden call - she left very early and took the children with



her."
"Not her mother, I hope?"
"No - not her mother, Mrs. Bellamy - her father called her."
Mrs. Bellamy expressed her deepest sympathy and pumped
for more detail, which wasn't forthcoming. She left quite convinced that
something was very wrong - seriously wrong. She was a light sleeper and
rose early and most certainly, she hadn't heard the Steinbecker's car that
morning - it was a noisy thing that roused the neighbourhood whenever it was
started. She knew when someone was being evasive and Carl Steinbecker
was certainly not telling her everything.
As she left the garden, she checked for telltale signs of soil
disturbance. She was a lonely woman and was well nurtured from the
offerings of her television set. Last evening there had been a movie of a
gruesome murder case, where the husband had disposed of his wife and had
buried her remains in the kitchen garden. By the time Mrs. Bellamy had
reached her own back door, she had quite convinced herself that her
neighbour's house contained the mutilated bodies of Mrs. Steinbecker and
her two children. Carl Steinbecker was just the type one would expect to do
such a thing - too tightly reserved, too quiet and proper for her taste. Then,
there was all the church going. She shuddered when she remembered how
Mary had pressed her to attend with them - Why! She could have been a
victim also - It might well be that she had interrupted him in the act of
dismembering the bodies - that might explain why he was still in his nightwear
at eleven thirty in the morning. He wouldn't want to soil his day clothes with
blood - and he had been washing something in the kitchen sink, when she
had arrived.
Carl Steinbecker was ignorant of her train of thought, he had other
things on his mind. Mrs. Bellamy had been a nuisance - an intrusion.
He had to find out the extent of what had happened. What if he was
the only one left? He felt sick at the thought. He walked to the phone and
jumped back from it as it shrilled into life. It was unnaturally loud in the silent
house. There was a moment of paralysis, he was unable to move his hand to
lift the receiver. Whoever it was, was persistent, it stopped after the twentieth
ring - he counted them. Then, seconds later, the caller tried again, this time
he answered quickly.
"Steinbecker."
The voice on the other end was female - he couldn't place it.
"Mr. Steinbecker - Carl - thank God! Am I pleased to hear you - "
"I'm sorry - who is this?"
The question was ignored, the voice went on -
"I called in to see my parents - I usually do that twice a week - They're
nowhere to be found. They always stay home when they know that I'm
coming. Their car's in the driveway and their outside clothes are in the house.
The neighbours don't know anything. I wondered if you had any idea where
they might be - Are they sick - in hospital - has there been an accident? I
phoned the Taylors and the Jones and they don't answer - then I
remembered, they told me that you would be visiting them - so I phoned you -"
"Who's speaking please?"
"Oh! Sorry - it's been a long time - June Meredith, you remember -
June Mitchell before I married."
Now he remembered. The had been Youth members together - then
she'd married someone from outside. There had been a time when he'd



thought that they might get together themselves - that had been before Mary.
"Hello June, good to talk to you again after so long."
How slow the old habits were to die! It was the standard answer he
had always produced when someone had drifted away and had then made
contact again. He knew that the Mitchells had tried hard to reclaim their
daughter.
"Do you know what's happened to Mum and Dad, Carl?"
He hesitated again.
"I can't be sure, but I've a fair idea. Perhaps we could meet
somewhere? It's something I'd rather not discuss over the phone."
Her voice came back very shaky.
"You make it sound very mysterious - so something is wrong. Are they
in hospital - dead?"
"I'll come there - wait for me!"
He replaced the receiver before she had the chance to argue or ask
any more questions, it was a subject to be discussed face to face. Some of
his own questions had been answered, he could now be sure that the Jones,
the Taylors and the Mitchells were gone too. He wondered again how many
more there were, who were in his position. He changed his mind about
phoning around, it would have been a waste of time just then. He didn't want
to leave June to her own devices for too long, she might take it into her head
to contact the police. It would introduce a complication into the situation and
there was nothing that the police could do.
He showered and dressed quickly, taking fresh clothing from the neatly
arranged drawers. It was as if he was subtracting something from the
presence of Mary in the house. Soon, when the stock of fresh linen was
exhausted and when he was left to fend for himself, her presence would
recede even further. The house would become untidy and uncleaned. He
pushed the thought aside, he would not stay long in the house, it wouldn't
have time to become untidy. It was as if Mary was dead, now he didn't have
time to mourn, that would come later when he could give himself the luxury.
He was conscious of Mrs. Bellamy's eyes upon him as he left the
house but he resisted the temptation to look in her direction. He could be
sure that she was watching from behind one of the windows. No doubt she
was a lonely woman but she didn't need to be plain nosy. Mary would have
called that thought uncharitable and perhaps she would have been right. That
was one of the differences between them. Mary had persisted in trying to
attract their neighbour to the services. He had read the signs of evasions and
refusals as a straight forward negative.
Some people couldn't come - others wouldn't come.
The Mitchell's house wasn't far. He parked his car behind that of June
in the long driveway. In the front of June's car was the Mitchell's station
wagon. June was standing in the front doorway waiting for him. He closed his
car door slowly, now that he had arrived, he wasn't sure that he really wanted
to be there. Surely, it wasn't going to be necessary for him to spell out what
had happened?
"Where they Carl?"
He could see that she was close to panic.
"Can we go inside?"
It was buying time and he knew it - putting off the moment when he
would have to face his own reality as well as hers.
She led the way into the Mitchell's comfortable living room and turned



to face him. It was hard to believe that he had left that room only hours before
and that he had closed the day with the Mitchell's - it had been the last time
he had prayed. Since it had happened he hadn't been able to do so. He took
the initiative.
"What did you find when you arrived?"
"It is just as it is now - I haven't touched anything - Carl, if they're not
sick, or if you don't know where they are, I'm going to call the police. They
must be in trouble - although, why anyone would want to do them harm, I
couldn't imagine - they're old and they haven't got anything worth stealing - "
Her voice trailed off helplessly.
"I think the clue to their disappearance is to be found in the bedroom,"
he said quietly.
She looked at him wide eyed, hesitated and then led the way to the
front of the house. Carl went to the bed and carefully pulled back the covers.
It was as it had been with Mary and the children. The Mitchell's night clothes
were laying on the bottom sheet, in the contours in which their wearers had
laid.
He turned to her.
"Doesn't that tell you something, June?"
He waited hopefully but the look of non-comprehension remained.
"Think back to when we were kids," he urged her. "Don't you
remember old Uncle Robbie? You remember, Deacon Robinson - he passed
away a few years ago. Don't you remember what he taught us once in
Sunday School?"
He saw the light dawn in her eyes - and the horror.
"Oh! - Come on, Carl!" she protested. "That's ridiculous!"
"Ridiculous?"
His voice cut in like a whip.
"Not ridiculous, June - only ridiculous to those who never wanted to
believe it!"
"And you did?"
"I do - because it's happened."
She stared past him, at the place where her parents had laid.
"Deacon Robinson had a flair for telling a story and making it stick. Do
you remember - he told us how the clothes would be left where the people
had been. They wouldn't need them anymore. Do you remember the sequel?
The next week, as was usual, Uncle Robbie wanted to know what we had
remembered from the previous week. One of the kids - I don't remember who
- said: 'When the first Resurrection happens, there will be heaps of clothes in
the streets' - We all thought that was hilarious and shrieked with laughter.
Uncle Robbie said that we would always remember that story - because we
had laughed."
"Stop it, Carl - it can't be!"
"Why not? - Didn't you believe it would ever happen? Or were you like
so many who heard it so often, but always thought it would be tomorrow and
never today?"
She looked ready to collapse; he took pity on her.
"I've had a chance to get used to the idea," he went on softly. "I didn't
want to believe it either - not at first - then I had to. I know it takes some
getting used to."
It was the understatement of the millennium.
"A cup of something hot and strong is what you need."



He found the Mitchell's kitchen. The girl followed him as if she was
scared to let him out of her sight. He waited for her to say something - the
silence grew uncomfortable. He placed a steaming cup of coffee in front of
her and sat down across the table, slowly, she lowered herself on to the other
chair.
"Milk? - Sugar?"
How trite the formalities seemed, they could have been neighbours
taking their elevenses together.
"Some years ago, I had a dream," Carl began softly. "I called it a
nightmare at the time. It was so unthinkable that I refused to believe it could
happen. I dreamed that I had a row with Mary - more a raging quarrel. I left
the room where she was with the children and went off to sulk alone in the
adjoining room, then I knew that something had happened - you know how it
happens in dreams? You know something - I ran back into the room where I
had left them and they were gone. Their clothing was laying in little heaps on
the floor. I knew immediately what had happened. I screamed out something
and tried to hurl myself after them, straining up towards the ceiling. I tried with
all my will to rise - and I nearly did - I nearly did. For an instant I felt myself lift
and then I knew that I couldn't. I woke up then and I was in a muck sweat. -
Do you know, this morning, when I was finally convinced that Mary and the
children were gone - I tried to do the same thing - "
She stared at him over the rim of her cup.
"But, you're still here - you - I wouldn't have believed that to be
possible - me - yes - I deserve to stay. So - if you're still here, what chance
would anyone else have had?"
He searched for an answer.
"It was said often enough - having a ministry was no guarantee."
"Then, why - ?"
"Because I wasn't up to standard - that's why - "
"You didn't come up to standard! You accept that? After all the time
and effort you put in!"
"Something else was needed - and that, I didn't give."
"What - for pity sake?"
"Does it matter?" he sounded weary. "It isn't an issue anymore. The
First Resurrection doesn't happen twice. The reasons don't matter anymore.
It doesn't matter what we were - we're what we still are. What is going to
matter, is what is to happen soon. What do we do - those of us who are left?"
"Why don't you phone the Apostle?"
"I would hope that he didn't answer - "
"What if he did -isn't it worth trying?"
"If he answered, he would be in the same boat as ourselves."
"We can't sit around and drink coffee - "
"I'm glad that you're coming back to life."
"I still have something to hang on to - Bob and Darren - Don't get me
wrong, Carl, I loved Mum and Dad and I'm sorry that I couldn't be with them
but they would be the first to tell me that life has to carry on."
"And how long do you imagine that life is going to last? A day, a week,
maybe only hours. If one part of the promise is fulfilled, so will be the rest."
She looked frightened again and then defiant.
"Personally, I don't think that God will allow a destruction."
"He's allowed the First Resurrection."
"He's a God of Love - isn't that what you've always preached?"



"He's a God of His Word. The First Resurrection is part of the same
package that contains the promise of the Destruction. The four winds are held
back until the last servant of our God is Sealed in his forehead - then they will
be released. It's now time for the four angels to let go of their hold!"
"I refuse to believe that!"
She glared at him from across the table, frightened into illogical anger.
"I didn't make the rules, June," he countered mildly. "I can only quote
you scriptures - We've been taught this all our lives. It's no good getting mad
at me. God is calling the shots. It doesn't matter what part of the scriptures
you read, the prophecies all point to the same sequence of events. Firstly,
the elite will be taken away and then the way is made clear for the
Destruction to take place. I admit that there isn't a precise time mentioned
concerning the gap between the First Resurrection and the commencement
of the Destruction. That's why I've said it might be days or weeks, or possibly
hours only.
There's no option about the Destruction - there's no 'ifs' and 'maybes',
the Destruction is scheduled to happen. We're living in the gap between the
two events. Call it an extra kindness on the part of Our Heavenly Father that
we've been given the time to put ourselves out of danger - but don't let us
waste that precious little piece of extra kindness, by sitting around arguing
about God's motives. We don't deserve the Grace of God, let's remember
we're the ones who were left behind!"


