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Cold Concrete Paving
It was a frosty morning in late November, 1992. The sun hung low in

the sky and reflected intensely off the many buildings that wore their glass
exteriors with pride. Every week they were meticulously cleaned and
polished so well that they became mirrors to the mirrors of every other
building. The sun bounced from building to building, creating a bright
sparkle. Light dust hovered in the air.

Down an alleyway, nothing more than a sickly gray gap between two
large buildings, just off the main business street, a sixteen-year-old
homeless boy named Mike stood up slowly. His legs sounded like breaking
icicles. Below his knees, his leg hairs were frozen to the newspaper in
which he’d wrapped himself. It had left a light print on his arms, another
reminder not to sleep near a drain. His double thick cardboard mattress had
held up well. Someone light-fingered had stolen his blanket in the night.
Thankfully, his worn-out sneakers, torn around the heels, with the soles
peeling off, were still on his feet. Somehow, they still managed their task of
keeping his feet safe from all the hungry rats and also the glass and needles
that littered the alleyways. He rubbed his eyes then quickly checked over
what few belongings he had. Every inch of him stung as he inhaled. He
stretched his arms into the sky, which briefly exposed his famished belly to
the world around him. No one noticed him. All this because he escaped,
made a wrong turn onto the wrong street and every hope he’d ever had was
gone. He was one of the many, those invisible but with an everyday aim, the
rhythm of survival.

Who cares about me anyway? he thought.
A few unholy groans and murmurs could be heard coming from the

very end of the alleyway. Daylight was filtering in, brightening everything.
Now was a good time to venture out and begin again.

The alleyway was a tiny piece of fraud in a city that loved the romance
of glass-coated buildings. It was little more than one millionaire’s dream of
pennies meeting dollars, and dollars meeting millions of dollars. It was a
one-sided romance and definitely no place for a teenager in which to grow
or to call home.

Mike approached the end of the alleyway with caution. The business
street greeted him, looming with its shiny glass adornments. It was a
wondrous sight for businessmen who loved the allure of their own success
but the rich seldom enjoyed the company of the homeless. He knew he ran



the risk of being moved on by the police. He had to be careful. The police
were not always friendly with his type and on the streets the smallest of
injuries could quickly become a death sentence. If he met the wrong police
officer with a certain attitude, a blow to the head of a homeless kid meant
one less runaway case to solve.

The streets were awash with bustling professional types. Mike’s
stomach rumbled but he dared not ask a suit for money. He found himself
across from two identical, towering office blocks. Perhaps the best part of
their glass attire was that they reflected the hardly ever seen sides of the
ancient white church that stood between them. The heavily repainted wood
looked as if it had come from a different era. It was simplicity in a city
driven by elaborate theories of large flashing dollar signs. It was calming. It
never changed.

The murmuring of the local church suggested they were offering
morning sustenance. Such a delight would keep Mike warm until early
afternoon, even on a day as cold as this one. Also, churchgoers seemed
more inclined to care. Well, they dropped coins anyway.

Mike walked through the open doors of the church and stood in line for
a bowl of meat and vegetable soup with a piece of bread. It was almost
antique inside. There were even candles in the windows that lined either
side of the church. He paid little attention to the elderly congregation but, as
he stood rubbing his hands together, he noticed a man with a mousy brown
moustache eyeballing him. Mike deliberately tried avoiding eye contact;
however, he saw the man’s glare in the reflection of the stained glass next to
him. Mike shuffled forward with the line of people and found the long,
knotted hair of the woman ahead of him a good distraction. No matter how
much he refused to glance at the man, though, Mike could feel his gaze
burning into his head. The urge to look back was strong but he fought it.
Soon, he was holding a hot bowl of soup and a slice of soft bread and sitting
in a pew. Mike broke the bread into pieces to dunk into his soup. He didn’t
care when the soup burned his tongue, burned his throat and made his
stomach cartwheel. He was so hungry it didn’t matter.

“Hello, Mike.” The man from the reflection was standing beside him.
His sudden appearance startled Mike. “I have a question for you,” he said in
a soft, reassuring tone. “May I sit down?” He sat, without waiting for a
response. 



Setting his bowl down, Mike tilted his head to look at the man from the
corner of his eye. The man’s eyes were steel blue and his wavy brown hair
fell partially across his face. Aside from his unsuited moustache, his skin
was flawless. He wore a light purple T-shirt beneath a white suit and a
classy pair of beige leather sandals on his feet. He looked as if he’d stepped
straight out of a TV show.

Mike turned toward him. “Hold on. How do you know my name? What
do you want?”

As the man smiled, the room brightened.
How is he doing that? Mike thought, as he looked up to the brown

rafters sparkling in the ceiling.
Mike felt the man’s hand on his shoulder. All of a sudden, he felt a rush

of air pass by his ears and his whole body was pushed back slightly, as
though he were accelerating away. He was moving so fast he could barely
focus. Fine dust whipped up from nowhere and felt like shards of glass
punching holes in his eyes. Objects sped past him. He had little time to
gather his wits.

Then, a sharp pinch to his right shoulder and he hit the brakes, cruising
into the dust of destruction. Smashed glass lay spread out around him.
Tangled and twisted metal beams interspersed with lumps of concrete held
crushed bodies face down in the dirt. Collapsed buildings had broken gas
mains and fires scorched everything within touching distance.

Mike ducked, narrowly escaping a burst of flame passing over him. His
feet were covered in a gluey mixture of dark red and brown.

“That is a glimpse into your future,” the man said. “It will happen in
three days. Do you want everyone in this city to die? Or will you stop it?”

Mike shook his head. He wasn’t sure if what he was seeing was the
effect of eating the hot soup too quickly.

“You don’t matter,” the man said. “Only one has come looking for you
in five years but no one is looking for you now. No one knows you. Nobody
will miss you. No one will ever know if you fail,” he added, directing
Mike’s gaze to the only dead body facing up.

Then his attention was drawn to a mirror. Though it had been months
since he’d seen himself, he recognized his own face. He hadn’t grown an
inch. He ran his fingers into his matted hair and heaved. In the three years
of sleeping in the alleyway, diving through restaurant garbage and helping
himself to store waste, he had become rough, dirty and sundried; toughened



by the harshness of being homeless but also very thin. He felt sick just
seeing what he’d become.

“But if I know you, Mike, they can too,” the man continued, pointing to
a group of survivors huddled together. “If you succeed, that is.”

Mike’s teeth began to chatter.
“All I ask is that you venture to the lost city of Elonda and retrieve

thirteen pages from an ancient text for me,” the man said. His voice had lost
its gentle quality.

“Why don’t you do it yourself?” Mike asked.
The ground beneath his feet trembled. While Mike tried to gather his

wits, the man spoke into his ear.
“I cannot remain in the realms of my father for more than a matter of

minutes or I, too, will become part of his fabric. I need a human—you—to
help me.”

Mike felt the man tap his shoulder and, once again, the air raced by his
ears. The land faded and everything around him became darker as if he
were flying through space. The sensation changed from low pressure and
sadness to raw pleasure. Zooming into view was an oddly placed hat stand,
an ornamental display piece in the corner of a large room. It stood quietly in
a shaded corner of an old study, surrounded by bookshelves heavy with
leather-bound books and tightly wrapped scrolls. Light from a nearby
window shone over parts of it.

A single black bowler hat hung from one of the oddly shaped hangers at
the top of the hat stand. The hat stand was uniquely decorated with floral
carvings and long thinly stretched-out legs that met with tree roots, which
wrapped around the base. Squinting, he could see tree branches forced to
entwine in a bizarre triangular pattern. The first of three variations of hand
shapes protruded from the midsection of the hat stand to its left, seemingly
with little purpose. The other two were stepped, one slightly above the
other, hanging out from simple wrists at the top of the stand. Each hand had
a perfectly formed land mass wrapped around it. The vision didn’t reveal
much more. It hovered over the third and final hand at the top, allowing
Mike to make out only half of the poorly carved name across the wrist. It
was surrounded by a worn-out and fading red sign, which read: HO E I 
STR NP AC S. It also revealed warts, knuckles, protruding veins, and battle
scars. Holes created perhaps by busy wood worms dotted across it. Then he
felt a force pulling his face toward the ground and wind rushing past his



head again and, instantly, he was resting an empty soup bowl in his lap,
staring up at the church rafters, eyes wide and mouth open.

He was alone. There was no evidence of the mysterious man ever being
there. Mike reached down and checked the seat next to him for warmth. He
then checked his pockets, just in case something had been put there.

As he stood up, his nose caught the mysterious man’s strong aftershave,
which drifted around the church. He realized there were two possible
reasons for everything he’d seen and felt. First, maybe he’d been drugged
and possibly manipulated by someone looking to take advantage of him.
Second, perhaps he’d eaten the hot soup too quickly and his stomach had
protested. Upon seeing the female priest who resided there, he took his
chance to ask her the one question that sprang into his mind.

“Excuse me, did God have lots of children?” he said, trying to stand far
enough away to stop her nose from twitching.

“No, he had just one child, our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.” 
“That’s what I thought,” Mike mumbled.
Upon leaving the church, Mike decided to continue his day in the same

fruitless way he had for the past few months. He set about begging outside
the church for a while as the heating system had started to take hold and
was now leaking precious warm air out onto the steps. He stayed there and
picked up coins until the flow of generosity dried up around early
afternoon. He then took a walk around the safer side of the city where fewer
homeless people hung out. By the time he returned to his local area, it was
late afternoon. That was the perfect time to hang out behind restaurants. If
he were in luck, he’d be thrown some leftover pizza, a few spare ribs or
maybe even some French fries. Sadly, that depended mainly on what the
clientele left on their plates.

That night Mike took up his bedding midway down the alleyway. He lay
on four sheets of cardboard, which took the cold sting out of the concrete,
thinking about the threat he’d received. His mind kept coming back to it.

“Was it true?” he whispered to himself. A quick look around confirmed
no one cared. That much was true. Most of the older people living rough
wouldn’t think twice about stealing something from a naïve and defenseless
kid. He was under constant risk of being attacked, beaten up for fun, or
freezing to death. When you lived on the streets, you acclimated to the
ambience of the city. You learned what was natural and what was alarming.
He wrapped himself in some newspaper and pulled another piece of



cardboard over himself. He tried to get his head comfortable by resting it on
a rolled-up piece of newspaper. Curled up with his back against the wall, he
closed his eyes and drifted away.

The next day started much as it had the day before. The church offered
up some free soup and then he begged for a while. It took a lot of courage
to beg but Mike was wary of contemplating a change in habit. Late in the
day, it rained and it didn’t stop until after the city had fallen asleep. Nothing
worse than trying to sleep and being cold and soggy.

Mike could feel the dust blocking his nose and the caked mass on his
tongue that felt as though it had been glued there. There was extreme
pressure on his right arm locking it beneath something. Something heavy
lay across his chest holding him down. He slowly opened his eyes to a dust-
filled skyline. His right eye had a red tint to it. Blinking moved grit and dust
around in his eyes, the pain was hellish. Oddly, light poured into the
alleyway. The building which formally stood tall across the alley was
smashed beyond recognition. Half of it was missing. He felt stiff, bruised
and battered. His head felt as if it was being punched from all sides. The
throbbing was constant and a cut above his right eyebrow sent blood
dripping and dripping. He tilted his head to look down the alleyway and
saw the sky. He glanced in the other direction to see the sun. The ground
was awash with piles of rubble. That acidic taste of concrete dust hovered
in the air and covered everything, including him, in a gray cloak. Mike had
avoided looking down fearing what he’d find but with adrenaline surging he
saw it was a dead man in a suit sprawled across his chest. He leaped to his
feet.

Mike attempted to brush the dust off but it did no good. With one
spluttering breath after another, he climbed over the rubble and slowly
picked his way toward the street on his left. It was littered with smashed
glass and broken-up concrete blocks, mixed with bent street lamps and
crushed cars. In the distance, he could make out fires raging. Buildings
swayed from side to side, making awful pain-filled noises. He drank from a
burst water main and washed away the dust, for a moment, at least, feeling
refreshed and cleansed. Then, to his right, one of the twin buildings beside
the white church groaned and started to topple. With every crunching beam,
dust rose into the air, forming a powdered fog. The metal girders screamed



as they twisted and eventually snapped. Then the whole building came
crashing down in seconds, sending a storm racing to cover everything in its
path. It stole the air, leaving Mike gasping with freshly sandpapered lungs.

Then, like a miracle, the sky burst open and a soft, cleansing rain
washed the dust and blood from his body and clothes again. He felt the
lather of soap in the rain and within five minutes he was gleaming. A piece
of shattered glass lay conveniently close by for him to admire himself.

The crackle of sparking electricity lines bounced around and water
hydrants leaked water into the street. The water mixed with the concrete
dust to make a thick mud that resembled melted ice cream. As he clambered
over city obstacles while making his way down the street, Mike saw only
two dead bodies but he was certain only he had survived.   Everything but
the church was gone. It stood beautifully white and untouched with a
narrow line carved out through the rubble right up to the front steps. That
was where Mike headed.

He pushed open the doors expecting to see a hundred people huddled
together praying but there was only one person. The mysterious man was
sitting in the front pew closest to the aisle.

“You lied to me.” Mike clenched his fists and rushed toward him. “You
said three days’ time.”

“I don’t like being made to wait for an answer,” the man said, hiding his
teeth in a shallow smile as he raised the palm of his hand stopping Mike in
his tracks. He slid across the pew and offered Mike the seat next to him. He
didn’t make eye contact; instead, he just seemed to stare at the depiction of
Christ being crucified. “Besides, who were you to them?”

“They didn’t deserve this; they did nothing wrong,” Mike protested.
“Everyone does something wrong. You of all people should know that.

Besides, if they had done nothing wrong, why were they not saved? Perhaps
he felt a need to remove them in their entirety from this Earth,” he said,
pointing at the depiction of Christ.

Mike knew nothing of religion. Until this moment, he’d not thought
about it. He still wasn’t convinced any of this was real.

Mike gulped. “If I do it, what will you do for me?”
“I will undo it all.” 
“And all you want is thirteen pages from a book?” Mike asked.
“Not just any book,” the man replied, clenching his fist.



“And,” Mike said, cutting him off, before he could smile. “You promise
to undo it all?”

“I give you my word.”
“That’s what worries me,” Mike muttered.
The man’s moustache twitched as a wry smile emerged. He held out his

open hand and Mike shook it.
“You need all thirteen pages containing the name Josel. Return what

was stolen from me in fourteen days’ time and everything will be undone.”
“Where will I find you?” Mike asked.
“I’ll find you at the edge of the destruction but bear this warning in

mind; don’t fail me and don’t try to best me,” he said, cracking his knuckles
and fading from sight.

That was all there was to it. A strange dizziness amused Mike for a
short time. Then a feeling of complete relaxation came over him and he
dropped onto his side to sleep.
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