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1 

He stood on the steps, listening to the choir lift their voices, a last-minute practice before 

the morning’s service.  He wished he could plug his ears, blot out the sound with his screams, 

something.  He didn’t want to hear them thanking God for their lot in life, for the streets that 

stank like piss and vomit, for the bread and milk the government let them have for free.  He 

didn’t want to open those heavy doors and feel the oppressive heat greet him.  It was cooler 

outside. He didn’t want to smell the foyer, its odd mixture of incense, sweat, and sulfur ever 

present. He couldn’t bring himself to bow his head in supplication again. He didn’t feel anything 

when he did anyway – just the hot, sticky sweat that coated his neck cooling in the air that had 

been whipped up by the dirty fan propped in the window. 

But he had to. 

Just as sure as he knew his own name, he knew he had to enter that place, hear those 

sounds, and smell those smells again. The thick, glossy tenement paint that caked the walls had 
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his name etched in it. The hymns that the choir wailed incessantly spoke to him this time… every 

time.  At least that’s what it felt like.  He was afraid of what would happen if he didn’t respond 

to their deafening call. 

He opened the doors to the church—big hulking things made of dark wood with antique 

gold trim—and slipped inside. He didn’t want to make a sound, didn’t want to draw attention to 

himself.  He just wanted to do what he had to do and leave.  He might never come back if he 

could get away clean. 

“Where you been, Caleb?  You know he been looking for you.” 

The sound of the old woman’s voice startled him.  She was there, sitting on her perch like 

she always was, her Sunday outfit covered by a thick black shroud with her head bowed as if in 

prayer. A stack of fans advertising Bedman’s Funerary Services sat on her lap, waiting to be 

handed to the parishioners that would fill the sanctuary soon.  Everything was the same as it 

always was inside the church where he had begged for forgiveness all those years ago, his knees 

bruised and bleeding. This Sunday morning was the same as every Sunday morning, yet the 

scene frightened Caleb to the core.   

The old woman didn’t look up when she spoke.  

He passed by her without responding.  There was nothing to say anyway.   

He had been gone for too long. 

2 

The cognac cap toe lace ups had been polished to a perfect shine.  The gray slacks he 

wore touched the tops of the shoes, fitting the pastor the way only tailor-made clothing could.  

His robe, pressed crisply, fell mid-shin.  He was smoothing it when Caleb entered the room.  As 

the pastor took off the onyx ring that sat majestically on his right pinky, Caleb spoke. 
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“Hello, Pastor.” 

“There you are,” the pastor said in a rich baritone.  There wasn’t happiness in his voice, 

but not anger either; frustration, perhaps.  Caleb had been gone for longer than anticipated.  He 

had almost caused a delay in the festivities. 

Caleb closed the door behind him, knowing that was what was expected of him.  He tried 

to remain quiet and still, wanting to say nothing under his gaze, but his will was weak.  It would 

take a much longer absence for Caleb to escape the pastor’s control. 

The pastor waited in silence; his will was far stronger than Caleb’s could ever hope to be.  

An explanation was expected, and Caleb knew he had better give one or suffer the consequences. 

“They’ve taken to the streets again,” Caleb started, trying to buy time.  He glanced out of 

the window and saw the first of the congregation making their way to the weathered doors of the 

church.  Sister Clara and her niece Magnolia were early, and Caleb had an idea why.  He didn’t 

have much time. 

“St. Augustine Baptist is out there with their pastor sitting on a throne hoisted up on their 

shoulders,” Caleb continued, trying to act normal even as he spied more people heading to the 

church doors, snatching glances at the upstairs window as they did.  Brother Charles made eye 

contact with Caleb and nodded.  Caleb wasn’t sure if he nodded in kind or not.  “They’re 

carrying him around and singing hymns up and down 5th.” 

“Is that so?”  The pastor groomed his mustache in the mirror, pulling his lips into a frown 

as the little comb tugged at the coarse hair. 

“People are paying attention.”  Caleb didn’t know why he said it.  He shouldn’t have, if 

he wanted to get out of there unscathed.  But it was out, and Pastor heard it.  He turned around 

with eyes ablaze. 
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“They can look all they want, can’t they?  Stick their heads out the window and watch the 

parade go by.  But we know what we have here.  We know where the true message of salvation 

lies, don’t we Caleb?” 

Caleb could already feel the pastor’s cold, clammy hand on his arm and he shivered.  He 

didn’t think he could bear the man touching him, not another time, but he had to.  If he wanted to 

make it out of that room, he had to.   

The pastor’s hand stopped in mid-air, his eyes trained on Caleb’s face.  He studied the 

younger man, letting his gaze course over Caleb’s nervous, darting eyes and sallow skin 

animated by trembling muscles.  After what seemed like five minutes, he dropped his hand, 

busying it with something else; dusting his robe, slicking his hair back - Caleb didn’t know.  

What the pastor did with his hands after the fact didn’t matter.  The smile that played at the 

corners of the pastor’s mouth did.  

Caleb began to pant – open-mouthed and shamefully. 

The pastor walked away from Caleb and toward a desk that took up most of the small 

room.  In an amused voice that belied a secret Caleb would never know, he asked, “Why you 

been gone so long, boy?” 

Caleb’s mouth felt dry.  He couldn’t peel his tongue from the roof of it.  

“I-I had to go uptown to get what you needed.” 

“Is that so,” the pastor asked, his back turned to Caleb now as he fingered the hymnal on 

his desk.  “And did you get what I need?  Because you know I need it for today – right now, in 

fact.” 

“I didn’t, Pastor.  See, that’s the thing,” Caleb started.  He knew the fidgeting and fast-

talking he had started up was going to make everything worse, but he couldn’t stop himself.  
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“They didn’t want to give it to me,” he continued.  “They told me you would have to get it 

yourself this time or they can’t help us no more.” 

Caleb inched toward the door as he spoke, focusing on it, thinking he might have to make 

a break for it before long.  The pastor did not like to be disappointed. 

“Didn’t give it to you, you say?” 

The pastor’s voice seemed like it was coming from all around him.  Caleb turned his head 

toward the desk where he had been standing, but didn’t see him there.  He turned left and right, 

but did not see him in either place.  An involuntary gasp escaped his lips as the realization that 

the pastor was nowhere to be seen hit home.  He decided that if he ever had a chance of getting 

away, it was then.  Right then. 

Caleb turned to the door and grabbed the handle.  It was hot to the touch.  Hissing in pain, 

he threw the door open and ran down the hall, barreling past the old woman so quickly he didn’t 

notice that she was slumped over on her side at an unnatural angle, the fans that sat in her lap 

pooling around her feet like water.  

Caleb ripped open the church doors, pulling them with such strength he almost ripped 

them off their hinges.  He was almost out.  He could feel the fresh air on his face, could smell the 

fragrance of the city: hot dogs, motor oil, and cigarettes all rolled up into one.  He could be free, 

if he could just take one more step. 

Caleb put one foot onto the church steps that led to the door in triumph and cast a glance 

over his shoulder.  The pastor stood before the amassing congregation, smiling with teeth that 

were unnaturally white.  He carried on conversations and shook hands, all the while his eyes 

focused on Caleb. 

His smile turned Caleb’s blood cold. 
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Caleb left the church feeling numb.  He stumbled down the stairs, bumping into people 

on their way up, grabbing onto them for balance.   

“What’s the matter with you, boy?” 

“You’re going the wrong way!” 

People pulled at him from all directions, trying to redirect his steps.   

“No,” Caleb exclaimed weakly, fighting to move away from the church steps and out into 

the world, the free world, where no one knew his name. 

Where no one wanted anything from him. 

“You know what I need, Caleb.” 

The pastor’s voiced sounded inside his head.  Caleb slapped his hands over his ears and 

howled in the morning light.  He felt his legs give way, the concrete biting into the scars on his 

knees, splitting open skin that had long since healed from the last time he acquiesced under the 

weight of the pastor’s gaze.  His chest heaved with exertion as he screamed over and over and 

over again. 

When his breath gave out and he lay gasping on the ground, he lifted his head and looked 

toward the church doors knowing he had to see, but afraid of what he might find.  The splintered 

wood seemed to jut out at him like daggers. The antique gold that had once outlined a 

latticework of symbols adorning the door had melted into a ruddy stream, donning an ancient 

patina the color of dried blood. 

The congregation stared at him in expectation. 


