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 When the pastor said, “Life is like mud if you don’t have Jesus”, Jack realized something 

might be wrong. And actually, it wasn’t Jack who noticed. 

 “Dad.” Laura tapped his arm and whispered, “Didn’t he just say that?” 

 “What’s that, sweetie?” Jack leaned closer to her. 

 “He keeps saying the same thing over and over.” 

 “Who?” 

 “The pastor.” 

 “It probably just seems that way.” Jack patted her hand and smiled. Truth be known, he 

hadn’t been listening.   

 “No,” she said, “He said the same thing four times.” 
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 “What’d he say?” Since she’d turned thirteen, just humoring her eased everything. 

 “He said life is like mud if you don’t have Jesus. Listen… I’ll bet he says it again.” 

 He focused on the pastor, a man he’d known for better than five years. A man he adored.  

But this morning, a man he wished would shut-up and dismiss everyone. Jack thought about 

Taco Bell. His stomach rumbled. The Texans were playing today. Lord forgive him, but he 

couldn’t wait for church to end. 

 He glanced at the clock hanging on the wall. 11:48 AM. My god, could time go any 

slower? Pastor James settled into a wooden chair perched next to the pulpit and spoke softly 

about the terrible choices we make. Wasn’t that the truth?   

Jack forced himself to avoid the clock and kept his eyes forward until he could no longer 

stand it and then glanced over. 12:07 PM. When you wanted time to pass quickly, it seemed to 

stall in low gear. He stared down at his hands, lacing his fingers together, watching them as if 

he’d found a new toy. 

Then he heard it. 

“Life is like mud if you don’t have Jesus.” 

Laura slapped his arm. “See!” 

“Ah, c’mon, he’s probably just saying it again,” Jack said and smiled. But this was a little 

weird, strangely familiar, like watching a movie and then seeing something that made you think 

you might have seen it before. I don’t think he was standing the last time, Jack told himself. He 

clearly remembered the pastor sitting down. He leaned over to Laura and whispered, “Was he 

standing the last time he said it?” 

“Yes!” Her voice squeaked and he shhhh’d her. She whispered, “Something’s wrong, 

dad… he’ll set down in a second.” And he did. 



                                                           3   

 

 

Jack glanced around at the congregation. One little boy picked his nose and examined his 

finger. A young girl texted on her phone, sitting between her parents, her thumbs working faster 

than light, her eyes focused in vigorous concentration. She had no idea that Jack was watching 

her. Kids and their damn phones… shouldn’t be allowed to use it in church. He faced back 

forward, a little disgusted, then glanced at the clock again.   

His breath caught in his throat and for a frightful moment, his heart stopped.   

11:46 AM   

“Life is like mud if you don’t have Jesus.” 

 

“Okay,” he said, “This is weird.” 

“I know.” Laura leaned forward and gazed around the room. “Watch this.” 

She jumped to her feet and clapped her hands, then yelled “Hey!” 

Horrified, Jack reached out and grabbed her arm, yanking her down into her seat. Red 

warmth spread through his cheeks and ears, engulfing him like a black cloud. “What are you 

doing?” he hissed. Thank God, no one was staring at them. 

“They can’t hear us, dad.” Her mouth fell open and he read the fear in her eyes, a simple 

gesticulation that said, please tell me I’m dreaming all of this. 

“That’s crazy, you…” but then he stopped and gazed around the room again. No one was 

looking at them. Not one person. No one had so much as shot a scowling glance in their 

direction. Pastor James just kept right on preaching as if nothing had happened. Nothing at all. 

“Dad,” Laura jumped up again. “Something is so wrong here. Look.” She pointed at the 

people behind them. “No one even knows I’m standing here.” Her voice echoed off the walls as 

if spoken in a tomb. 
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The first words that popped into his mind were, they’re just ignoring you, sweetie. But 

that wasn’t right and he knew it. His brain wouldn’t let go of logic and he searched desperately 

for a reason. He was a software engineer for Christ’s sake; there was always a logical reason.   

“They can’t see me, dad!” 

“Would you sit down.” He still whispered even though he wasn’t sure it mattered. 

She plopped down, folded her arms over her chest, and cried.   

Jack reached behind him and tapped a man named Brent McAdams on the shoulder. He’d 

known Brent for years and hopefully Brent wouldn’t think he was too weird. “Hey Brent?” 

Brent didn’t move.   

Jack tapped him harder. “Brent?” 

Still nothing. 

Jack stood and touched Brent’s cheek. “Brent!” The soft flesh of Brent’s cheek dimpled 

where Jack’s finger pushed on it, but the man still didn’t acknowledge him. Now who the hell 

wouldn’t react if someone were pushing on their cheek? Jack turned to Brent’s wife, Megan, a 

pretty young woman who sat with her hands folded in her lap, her eyes fixed on Pastor James, 

who was still preaching as if there wasn’t a man standing up in his congregation, touching 

Brent’s face.   

“Megan!” Jack yelled this time. “Megan!” 

“Daddy, they can’t see us.” The skin around Laura’s eyes grew blotchy red.  

I’ll work this out, sweetie. That’s what he wanted to tell her, but couldn’t. 

“That’s impossible.” Jack turned back to Brent. “Brent!”   

Nothing. Not even a blink. 
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He whirled, nearly losing his balance, having to grab the back of the chair in front of him 

to keep from toppling over. He gazed at the clock. 11:58 AM. What the hell was going on here? 

He forced himself to breathe… in through the nose, out through the mouth. His heart pounded.  

More than pounded, it hammered like an animal about to rip itself out of him. I’ve got to calm 

down. A logical explanation existed somewhere. But damned if he could come up with anything.   

He dug his phone out of his pocket and tapped his wife’s name. Nothing happened. He 

waited and still nothing happened. He pulled the phone away and stared at the face, gaping 

stupidly. The clock in the upper right-hand corner of the screen read 12:08 PM. His eyes darted 

back to the clock on the wall: 11:59 AM. His brain churned, unable to deduce anything but to 

stand there like an idiot. His fingers tingled, his mouth dried. 

“Dad!” Laura yelled from the front of the sanctuary, up next to the stage where Pastor 

James sat preaching. “No one can see us!” 

He gawked at her. A sudden, insane urge to laugh bubbled up inside him and he stifled it 

with his fist, shoving his knuckles into his mouth and biting down. The sight of Pastor James 

preaching as his daughter yelled unnoticed right below him, was a hysterical, horrifying sight.     

 “Daddy!” 

Just dreaming, that’s all this is. Am I at home in bed, or sleeping right here in the church 

seat?   

“Dad, I’m scared.” 

A strange, gravelly voice echoed through the room. “You’re not dreamin’, Jack my boy, 

you ain’t dreamin’ at all.”     

Jack whirled and faced the door at the back of the room. Dread swept over him as he 

stared at the dark silhouette filling the doorway. 
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“Who’s there?” Jack yelled.   

Laura cried and asked, “Who is that?” 

“I ain’t nobody you know,” the dark man said, “You in my world now.” An eerie silence 

hung in the air like a dagger where nothing could be heard but Pastor James speaking, which had 

become irrelevant in the scheme of things. 

“What’s going on here?” Jack heard himself say the words, but they sounded silly, almost 

surreal. Another urge to break into wild laughter lurched into his throat and he swallowed it 

back. 

The dark man said, “You in the loop, young fella. You both is. Ain’t no gettin’ out of it.” 

Sweat broke out on Jack’s palms and he rubbed them nervously against his shirt. 

“Just watch out, now. There’s some bad stuff in the loop. Stuff that’ll kill ya if ya ain’t 

careful. Loops ‘bout to go around again.” 

The question, What are you talking about? bubbled up to Jack’s lips and then it dawned 

on him. He glanced at the clock and saw it was 12:08 PM. He was about to yell to Laura. She 

screamed as Pastor James said, “Life is like mud if you don’t have Jesus.”   

The clock read 11:46 AM.  He was back in his seat, Laura next to him.   

 

 

 

Jack jumped up and scanned the room, searching. Brent and Megan sat behind them, just 

like last time, both staring intently at Pastor James. The little boy picked his nose. The young girl 

punched keys on her cell phone. Laura remained in her seat, her arms folded. She cried and 

stared at the floor as if expecting it to rise up and swallow her.   
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“Let’s go,” Jack said and grasped her hand. 

“Where?”     

He didn’t know, but they certainly couldn’t just sit here and wait for whatever happened 

next, whatever that might be. Would they grow old in here? What was his wife doing right now? 

In the real world, had he and Laura simply disappeared, were they asleep and in comas, were 

they dead? No. Time never moves past 12:08 PM and never starts before 11:46 AM – a 

whopping twenty-two minutes. Did that mean the entire world repeated… 

Dizziness swept over him and his chest tightened, as if a giant hand were inside him, 

squeezing his lungs. He couldn’t breathe.   

“Dad?” Laura gripped his hand and he relaxed. Thank God for her, he thought, thank God 

she’s here with me.   

“Yeah, sweetie.” He suddenly felt hot. “It’s okay. Let’s go out in the foyer.” 

“But the scary guy’s out there.” 

“Yeah, but he seems to know what’s going on.” 

They strode down the narrow aisle toward the door. Jack stole one last glance at the clock 

before leaving the room. 11:47 AM. They had twenty-one minutes to figure this out, either that 

or start all over again at 12:08 PM.   

He shoved the door and it swung open, banging against the wall with an eerie echo, as if 

the air had somehow swallowed up the sound. Jack didn’t think he’d ever heard a sound quite 

like that.   

“Something’s different in here,” Laura said. She stopped and yanked her hand out of his. 

“It looks old or something.” 
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She was right. It was different in here. But old wasn’t the right word to describe it. His 

gaze shifted to his left where three large picture windows provided a perfect view to the parking 

lot. There’d been sunshine when they arrived for church, but now the outside bore a dirty shade 

of gray, as if a major thunderstorm had rolled in. Except, no wind blew and no rain fell… there 

was just, nothing. Cars squatted in the parking lot like decaying relics.   

Ruined, he thought. Everything out there looks ruined. 

“Don’t go outside.” He didn’t have a clue what to do next, but he for damn sure wasn’t 

going out there.   

 “I wasn’t planning on it.” Laura folded one arm across her chest and held the other hand 

up to her mouth, chewing her fingernails. Stop doing that, he almost said, but kept his mouth 

shut. 

“We’ve got to find that guy.” Jack breathed heavy, dangerously close to an all-out panic 

attack.   

“Ya’ll didn’t lose me,” the voice echoed from a dark hallway ahead of them. “Ya’ll can’t 

never lose me. We gettin’ closer now.” 

A shadowed corridor loomed before them with a small light at the end. Jack fought an 

impulse to charge through it. I don’t want to go down there. God help me, I don’t want to do that. 

Because something foul lurked down there. A hoarse gasping drifted from that darkness; a wet 

sound, like something with rotting lungs might sound like.   

He squinted into the blackness and caught two red eyes glaring back at him. He stepped 

in front of Laura.   

“You can’t get away,” the voice called. “You got to face it. You ain’t got no choice. Just 

let the loop go ‘round twice more.” 
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“Who are you?” Jack yelled. A putrid smell wafted through the foyer; the rancid stench 

of something dead.   

“I’m ‘da man ‘dat cleans up this place when someone gets stuck,” the voice said. “It 

happens sometimes.” 

“What, like us?” 

“You got ‘dat right. Just like you.” 

“What do you mean, clean it up?” Jack noticed something moving in that dark corridor, 

slithering on the floor. Those red eyes grew brighter, more intense. 

“See, this here’s just a point in time, but you done gone and got stuck in it. I got to clean 

you outta here or the time can’t pass.” 

“Stuck? How?”   

“Damned if I know,” the voice echoed, followed by shrill laughter. “Every damn person 

that’s ever gotten stuck asks that same thing. I guess it’s like gettin’ a headache or havin’ a 

tornado hit your house – I don’t know why it happens… it just happens. Can’t nobody explain 

why. But it’s the only way I gets to eat.” 

Eat, Jack thought, eat what? 

“Why is it so gray outside?” Laura asked. “And it sounds weird in here.” 

The voice laughed again and said, “Ah little miss, you got yourself a good question there. 

See, this time has passed and it just keeps passin’. Every time you go through a loop, this time 

gets older, farther away. Pretty soon all that outside will be gone, as everything should be gone.” 

“What do we do?” Jack shuffled backward.   

“You need to die, of course. Just two more loops.” 
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That’s when Jack caught more movement in that dark corridor. Whatever was down there 

no longer looked like one thing, but hundreds of things. As if every shadow morphed into 

creeping monsters. Laura cried next to him.   

Jack grabbed her arm and pulled her back into the sanctuary where Pastor James just kept 

right on preaching. They rushed to the front. Not one person batted an eye at them. 

“Dad, stop!” Laura planted her feet and wrenched her arm out of his grip. “Where are we 

going?” 

Jack peered back at the door. Hopefully whoever or whatever was out there would stay 

out there. “Maybe we’re safe in here.” Just two more loops. 

She cried and covered her mouth. “What are we gonna do? We can’t just stay in here.” 

“I don’t know.” An idea danced at the edge of his thoughts, something logical, but he 

struggled to grasp it. The dark man had said the loop always gets them farther away. From what? 

Time? So, if they’d gone through the loop seven times, that would mean that they were 154 

minutes from real time. Technically, 154 minutes, behind real time. How many times had they 

gone through it? He thought it might be six, he recalled Laura saying something about four times 

when she’d first told him. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph… he couldn’t remember! 

Jack checked the clock. 12:03 PM. Five more minutes and they’d be whipped another 

twenty-two minutes into the past, a past that was rotting away. A thought popped into his head 

and another bizarre urge to laugh crept up. Time travel into the past is not possible because there 

is no past to go back to… I may be the only person on earth who actually knows that. Stick that 

in your pipe and smoke it, Mr. Wells.   

Focus!   
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“Listen,” he said. He turned to Laura. “The guy said we get farther behind with every 

loop, right?” 

She nodded.   

“Do you know how many times we’ve gone through the loop?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Try to remember.” 

She splayed her fingers in front of her and started counting them silently, mouthing the 

numbers, then said, “six, I think. I’m pretty sure six. Six or seven.” 

 “I was thinking six,” he said. “That means we’re…” he did some quick math in his head. 

“132 minutes behind.” That triggered another idea, but he couldn’t calm himself enough to digest 

it. Something he’d seen. 

 “You mean in the past?” Her lip curled as if such a thing were absurd, which of course it 

was. He cast his gaze at the floor. Think, Jack. Goddamn it, think! 

 He said, “Yes, technically, I guess, in the past. Not the way I ever envisioned it.” He ran a 

shaky hand through his hair. “Okay, so if we’re 132 minutes into the past, how do we catch back 

up without continuing to go backwards?” Something. Something… 

 “What if we’re not in here at the next loop?” Laura asked, an idea forming in that brain of 

hers, he read it in her eyes. 

 “You mean, like, out there?” Jack pointed at the door. 

 “Yeah,” she said. He noticed her trembling hands. “132 minutes is just over two hours. 

What if we try to catch up to the loop before this one? There must be a way to get back to it.” 

 He hoped she had an idea. He realized, with numbed optimism, that her thoughts were 

along the same line as his. Stop going backward, that was the key. 
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 But what if we can’t? 

 Laura kept talking. “What if time is just linear and that’s all? What if it’s no more 

complex than that?” 

 “Dash Einstein’s theory!” He couldn’t believe this was coming from his daughter, the 

lover of pizza rolls and reader of goofy vampire love stories. 

 “Something like that.” She snapped her fingers. “Not light, just space. What if it’s in a 

straight line and we could run back to it and catch it somehow?” 

 He mulled over her words and spoke out loud. “If we’re losing time with every loop, then 

real time must be the constant.” His brain kicked into gear. If real time were a cement pole at the 

top of a mountain and each loop was a step leading away from it, every time you took a step, you 

got farther from the pole. What if you turned and ran back up?   

 She nodded. “Which means, if there’s a constant, it must still be attached to this time… 

as long as this exists, otherwise, this wouldn’t know how old it is. But, what if…” her eyebrows 

furrowed, “what if real time is moving also. Wouldn’t it be moving forward?” 

 He thought, but didn’t say, that’s why he has to kill us. Because we are the reason it’s 

still attached. 

 “Then it would be variable.” The corner of his mouth curled. “Making right now the 

constant.” 

 She nodded and actually smiled. “Because constant is static – it never moves.” 

 “Exactly!” If we get out of this, I’m going to worship the ground she walks on… dear 

God, she’s smarter than me. “We have to find where it’s attached and run in that direction before 

the twenty-two minutes are up.” 
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 “How far is that?” Her hands no longer shook. Talking about this calmed her. And, Jack 

realized, it was calming him too.   

 He shrugged. “I have no idea.” But yes he did. Damn right he did! The elusive idea 

plaguing him earlier suddenly coalesced and hardened into a steady stream of consciousness. 

“The corridor. That scary one. I think that’s it… I saw a light at the end of it. The light at the end 

of that corridor… I think it’s the loop prior to this one. We make it through there and then find 

the corridor in that loop.” 

 Her eyes clouded with fright and she shook her head. 

 “I think that’s why that guy is in there, to keep us from going down there.” 

 “He’ll kill us.” 

 “We have to try.” Jack checked the clock again. 12:07 PM. “As soon as the next loop 

starts, we’re gonna go.” 

 She nodded and grabbed his hand. “I love you, dad.” 

 “I love you too, sweetie.” 

 A quick blip of light and they were back in their seats, right where they’d started.  

“Life is like mud if you don’t have Jesus.”  

Jack noticed deep cracks in the skin of the Pastor’s face. One of his ears had fallen off 

and lay lifelessly on the floor next to his foot. No one noticed, not even the good pastor. 

Everything was crumbling. It was becoming ruined. 

 “Let’s go!” He gripped her hand and they charged for the door. 
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 154 minutes, that’s how far behind they were – two hours and thirty-four minutes. He’d 

never considered distance measured in time and had no clue how long it would take to run back 

through each loop. So many things to go wrong. More horrifying was the possibility that it may 

not work at all. But it felt right and that would have to do.     

 His hand collided with the foyer door and the wood busted apart like clumpy, gray 

powder. Another loop, two at the most, and there would be nothing left here. Dimly, he 

wondered what he and Laura looked like right now and that thought frightened him. 

 Keeping her hand tightly held in his, they raced for the corridor. The light at the far end 

gleamed beautifully, a tiny beacon glowing at the end of a train tunnel.  

 “STOP!” the voice thundered.   

 Jack halted abruptly and swallowed a dry lump in his throat. We’ve got to keep moving, 

he told himself. If we stop, we lose time.   

 “Dad, I’m scared.” Laura squeezed his hand tighter.   

 “We can’t stop, sweetie. Just hold onto me.” He took one last, courage-building breath, 

and ran.   

 

 

 Laura screamed and her hand slipped away. 

 “Laura!” He whirled to find her. 

 “Foolish man!” the voice was everywhere. Behind him, ahead of him, above him. “This 

is my world,” it said. The wet stench of death flooded his mouth and nose. He gagged, then 

retched.   

 “Laura!” Hot vomit shot to his throat and he swallowed it back.     
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 “Daddddeeeee!!!” It was dragging her back the way they’d come… whatever it was. 

 Shadows shuffled a few feet away and Jack dove, gripping something, hoping against 

hope that it was Laura. His hand closed around what he thought was an ankle. He scrambled to 

his feet, just as something swooped past his face. He ducked and labored forward.   

 “Don’t let go!” she yelled.  Nothing had grabbed him yet. Why just her?   

He trudged forward, his feet sinking in the floor. My god, even the floor is turning to goo.   

 The end of the corridor waited eagerly ahead of them, drawing closer. The opening was 

covered in a thin, milky haze and Jack’s mind played a dismal image where they simply bounced 

off of it, unable to pass. They’d caught up to the previous loop; the 132-minute loop. How long 

had it taken?   

 Just before he broke through that murky film, the ghostly shape of the dark man 

materialized before him. 

 “Damn, but you sure is persistent,” the dark man said. “I wish I could just let you pass, 

but I can’t.” 

 “Why not?” Jack pleaded. 

 “Cause, ‘dat ain’t my job, mister. It just ain’t. I needs to eat. And right now, I got to get 

you back to that last loop.” 

 Eating what? Eating us? 

 Jack stormed forward. Maybe the dark man would kill him, but by god, he wasn’t going 

down without a fight. Jack tried to grab him, his fingers grasping for anything that might give 

him an advantage. To hell with this guy for trying keep them here. 

 And just like that, he found himself splayed on the floor of the church foyer, yelling like 

a maniac. And there was no dark man. 
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 Laura stumbled out after him, her face covered with some sort of gray mud.  “Dad?” 

 “Where is he?”   

 “I don’t know.” She checked behind her. “I don’t think it can actually touch us.” She 

looked dazed, like someone who’d just been shot at. “I was stuck in the mud or something.” 

 Jack climbed to his knees, then hoisted himself up to his feet. Maybe she was right. 

Maybe it couldn’t touch them because they weren’t from the same time that it was. 

 Just two more loops. No wonder he wanted to keep them there. 

Maybe the dark man was just another person stuck in the loop, and he’d never gotten out; 

someone who’d gone insane in here. If the dark man couldn’t touch them, then he couldn’t stop 

them. “C’mon.” He grabbed her hand and they hurried into the sanctuary. Pastor James preached, 

just like always, but his ear was intact and the cracks in his face were gone. The clock read 11:50 

AM.   

 He quickly did the math in his head. At eighteen minutes and six loops, they only had 

about three minutes per loop if they were going to make it all the way back before the twenty-

two minutes were up. If we don’t make it, do we go all the way back to where we started or stay 

in the loop we’d made it to? He didn’t want to find out. Time to run.   

 “We have to run like crazy,” he said. They bolted out of the sanctuary and into the 

corridor. The dark man yelled, but it was quieter, farther away. 

 The corridor floor grew firmer as they passed through each loop. They sprinted through 

five corridors before stopping, out of breath, to check the time. 12:05 PM.   

 “Run!” he yelled and they were off again, darting through darkness and emerging in light.   

 “We’re gonna make it, sweetie!” He yelled as they passed through the last corridor and 

burst through that hazy film. 
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 Bright sun splashed through the foyer windows and he raised a hand to shadow his eyes. 

Laura scuttled up next to him. People mingling in the foyer stopped and stared. As he and Laura 

moved quickly to the sanctuary doors, someone said, “Where’d they come from?” 

 They burst into the sanctuary, relishing the solid sound of the door banging off the wall 

with a hollow bong. Jack fell to his knees as his eyes darted to the clock – 12:08 PM. He took 

Laura’s hand. Please God, please let us see 12:09. 

 “Jack? Laura? Y’all okay?”  Pastor James’ voice echoed from the main speakers and Jack 

peeked up to find everyone staring at him. Pastor James stood at the front of the church, gawking 

as if he’d just witnessed a car wreck.   

 Jack collapsed onto the floor. A few people in the congregation go to their feet and 

several hurried over to help. One thing that went unnoticed was that Jack and Laura were still 

sitting in their seats, totally asleep. Jack watched in glorified amazement as the clock clicked to 

12:10 PM. Their sleeping forms in the seats slowly dissipated to nothing, like a fading fog. 

 A dark man lingered. A dark man that no one could see, not even Jack and Laura 

anymore. A lurid smile stretched across the black skin of its face, revealing teeth too large and 

moist with saliva. “You got good on this one, you two did, one more loop and you was mine,” it 

said. “But I still got you, and you better believe that you gonna pay up for gettin’ outta ‘dat 

place. ‘dat’s my place.” 

 It turned and strolled lazily across the room, passing through the crowd of people, and out 

into the foyer where it entered the unseen corridor. 

 Where it waited. 


