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DRAMATIS PERSONAE

Eugene Bisco ~ He took enough drugs to last a lifetime, then he found God.

Chang ~ A teacher of Tai Chi Chuan.

Mahmoud Al Faz ~ He wants to enter paradise, but he has lost his faith.

Sama Leybe ~ He wants to enter paradise, and he hasn’t lost his faith.

Michael Ferris ~ A family man who loves the martial arts just a little too much.

Barbara Ferris ~ A woman who loves her husband.

Joanna Ferris ~ Michael’s sister.

Wilby Thompson ~ Michael’s friend, also a martial arts aficionado.

Beezy Erkins ~ A woman with a drug sniffing son, she must make the most terrible decision.

Ismelda Jones ~ A bag lady with a future.

Bill Thomas ~ He was next to an A-bomb and he survived. Now he has an appetite.

Father George Hansing ~ He will be the leader of a new religion.

Harold Simms ~ A cop, he will become the Voice of Authority.

Jerome Johnson ~ A New York street person, he is about to become something else.

Gwen Johnson ~ an old lady, she is about to set off on the most miraculous journey.

Jimmy ~ See ‘The  Haunting of House.’

Gabriella Zella ~ See ‘The Haunting of House.’

Jimmy Too ~ A Bug Hunter Extraordinaire.

Sheila Yount ~ The Ultimate Bug Hunter, she knows that Jimmy can’t get the job done.

Tina ~ Gwen Johnson’s grandchild, she will do everything in her power to stop humanity.

Oscar Trevant ~ Nobody knows who he is or where he came from, but he will give mankind a chance.

Billy Bartlow ~ An Artist.

Chuck ~ A New York Cabby.

Tim the Shooter ~ A man with a talent.

Jerry the Jumper ~ Another man with a talent.

Wil/Wilma ~ The leader of The Blessed People.

The Blessed People ~ A bunch of queers.

Bill Zinther ~ A writer, and you know what those guys are like!

Tom Thomas ~ a top sergeant of most excellent caliber.

Sam Petrie ~ A gruff New Mexico farmer.

Bob Petrie ~ A cop in New Mexico. Sam Petrie’s son.

Sally Goodelk ~ A loving mother.

Jacob Berger ~ A doctor of Experimental Psychiatry. But then...what psychiatry isn’t experimental?

Tom Raffeli ~ The Mayor of Portland, he is charged with making a last stand.
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PROLOGUE
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A HOT SUMMER DAY IN NEW MEXICO ~ 1945.

“Last one!” the corporal grunted.

The fifty gallon barrel fell off the back of the truck and bounced end over end down down the slope. It left indentations in the soft earth wherever it struck, and it landed in the midst of forty-nine other barrels. The barrels were black with no markings.

Leaning against the side of the truck, the sergeant lifted his cap and wiped the perspiration from his forehead with one green sleeve. He hadn’t done any of the real work, just watched as the younger man walked the drums to the tailgate and pushed them off, yet his fatigues were dark in those places where a portly man sweats.

Glancing at the sun overhead, the sergeant replaced his cap and stepped to the edge of the slope. 

Behind him, the corporal said, “You sure we won’t get in trouble for this, Sarg?”

The sergeant didn’t say anything for a moment. He merely sighed and gazed contentedly at the scenery. In spite of the fact that the hills were dry, it was beautiful country. A little rain and the hillsides would turn green and lush. Cool, clear water would flood the creek, and the little fishies would come for miles looking for a hook. Heck, big fishies. Cattle would come and poke their sticky snouts into the cool water, and some smart thinking fella would build a little adobe under that stand of trees across the meadow. The sergeant was due for retirement inside of two years, and he smiled at what he was seeing in his mind. Heaven could be a place on earth

“They don’t even count this stuff.” He finally answered the corporal. “They just put it in pits and bury it. Isn’t that what we’re doing?” 

The sergeant didn’t know he was going to be missing his retirement. He didn’t know he was going to be in a veteran’s hospital by the time retirement rolled around, his skin yellow and his organs rotting away. He was stationed at White Sands, and he didn’t know anything about the causal relationships about to be unleashed.

From the top of the slope, the two men gazed down upon the fifty barrels laying in the silt. Under those black drums were hundreds more, already covered by cycling seasons and shifting earth. 

The riverbank was slowly eroding, and soon there would be no trace.

The sergeant smiled inwardly. He dropped a load of the damned things every few months, and he misfiled the paperwork when he got back. There would never be any questions, and the travel time sort of got used up as leave that, while it wasn’t authorized, wasn’t ‘not’ authorized, either. 

“Well,” said the sergeant contentedly. “Looks like it’s about time to wash our insides.” He turned and walked back towards the cab of the truck.

The corporal grinned, any concern over interpretations of orders wafting away. He walked back alongside the truck and opened the passenger door. The sergeant was already sitting behind the wheel, his thick hands pulling cans out of a bucket filled with ice. Tossing a can to the corporal, the sergeant pushed a church key into a can.

‘Psssh!’ The ‘Land of Sky Blue Waters’ sprayed across the insides of the windshield.

“Darn!” gargled the sergeant as he tried to catch the suds with his lower lip. He tossed the church key to the corporal, who immediately punctured his own can. 

In a moment the truck was jouncing on a rutted trail, heading through the dry grass towards a long strip of blacktop. Behind the truck, the New Mexico sun was large, red and sinking rapidly. 

THE FALL OF MAN
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CHAPTER ONE
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Paradise was just down the road.

NEW YEAR’S EVE IN SAN FRANCISCO ~ 1967.

It wasn’t his fault.

The elevator repairman wasn’t drunk. He wasn’t on drugs. He wasn’t negligent or stupid or mentally impaired in any way. He wasn’t unhappy with his job, or distracted by passersby, or otherwise relieved of responsibility for doing his job. As a matter of fact he was doing his job. He was doing it efficiently and quietly, sometimes humming to himself, sometimes looking into his belt pouch for the correct tool, sometimes scratching his head as he pondered which wire to pull, which wire to splice.

After some minutes he pressed the call button.

With a hum of cable and a creak of wheel the old hoist cranked into life. For long moments the repairman waited. The hoist came up from ground floor, taking a long minute to climb the eleven stories.

“Ahhh...” breathed the repairman as the hoist rose to the open door.

“...hhhhdamn!” the exhalation turned to exclamation as the hoist refused to stop. Without a care or worry, the metal box ascended to the twelfth floor.

“Sonuvagun,” the repairman muttered. He wasn’t angry. He wasn’t banging the walls in frustration. He wasn’t tearing the obstinate control panel out of the obstinate wall and jumping up and down on the obstinate thing. He was just immersed in solving the problem of why the elevator wouldn’t stop on the eleventh floor.

He reached into the open control panel and touched the raw ends of two wires together. There was no spark, and the doors didn’t shut.

The repairman stared at the gaping space that opened into shaft. He touched wires again.

Nothing.

He scratched his head and pondered why this thing should be happening to him. It was the last night of the year, and he should have been home hours ago. Sighing, he squatted and reached into his tool kit. He extracted an orange ‘Out of Order’ sign and some black tape. 

A moment later, he stepped back from the open door. If somebody didn’t notice the wires hanging out of the open control panel, if somebody didn’t notice the orange sign taped across the entrance, then somebody deserved to walk into an open elevator shaft.

Whistling under his breath, the repairman walked down the hall towards the stairwell. The problem had to be in the main panel, probably just a bad connection. Without a backwards glance, he opened the door to the stairwell. The door closed softly behind him.

The hallway was silent. An old, faded flower design curlicued its way along the carpet. A potted plant stood sentry at the far end of the hallway. The lighting was dim, and all was silent, and—

‘You know that it would be untrue....’

Carnivalesque music wafted down the hallway. A door had opened.

‘You know that I would be a liar....’

A young man stepped into the hallway. He was wearing striped bellbottoms, a tee shirt, and tennis shoes. It would be cold outside—it was San Francisco, after all—yet the young man wouldn’t feel the cold. He wouldn’t feel the cold because he didn’t feel any pain. He didn’t feel any pain because he was stoned immaculate.

‘If I was to say to you....’

The young man closed the door and the music, the number one song of 1967, was cut off. The hallway was silent once again, and, except for the young man, empty. 

The young man began walking down the hallway towards the elevator. He was thin, had long, scraggly brown hair, and his eyes were empty, glassy pools of LSD; his eyes were black pits of soul that shone forever.

The twisting design of the flowers on the carpet engulfed his feet, spiraled up his ankles and twisted around his torso.

“Far out,” he soughed, the smell of summer flowers overwhelming his nostrils.

His words echoed through the hallway, floating neon words that washed up against the walls and exploded into colors, colors that slowly dripped down to the rug that grew around his feet.

The flowers caressed his face, and he continued the song in his mind.

‘Girl we couldn’t get much higher....’

His mind ballooned and touched the walls. His senses were unfettered, and reality grew in ways other than could normally be imagined.

‘Come on baby light my fire....’

The song echoed through the corridors of his mind as he walked. A black square was in front of him. It was a door; it was a door of perception. Far out. A square of fire glowed in the exact center of the door.

‘Come on baby light my fire....’ 

He stopped in front of the open door, and the square of fire was in front of him. If he reached into the door, he could have the fire.

‘Try to set the night on fire...’ The fire was the light at the end of the tunnel that he didn’t even know he was in.

He reached forward and closed his hand on the fire. The fire was thin and insubstantial. It wasn’t hot. It was a lie. It was two dimensional, and it crumpled in his hand.

In his disappointment, he ignored totally the fact that he was still moving forward.

Through the door he went, a simple step, and he descended into darkness.

The fall of man had begun.

**********
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NORTH OF OLD LOS ANGELES ON THE DAY BEFORE R-DAY.

Halfway up the Grapevine, a once white Dodge van crawled.

The Grapevine is a seven mile slope leading out of the central valley of California. It is a radiator popping, motor busting, car killer of a road. Once surmounted, however, it is all downhill to Los Angeles.  

The van struggling up the slope was covered with the dirt of a continent. The tires were near flat with the heaviness of the load, and smaller cars whizzed past on the left. Even a few of the massive eighteen wheelers had to pull out and pass the van.

“By the Prophet’s Beard,” muttered Mahmoud Al Faz. A frown on his sweaty, swarthy face, he listened to the motor and feathered his foot delicately. It was inconceivable that they could cross a continent and then, so close to their destination, be put at risk by a faltering vehicle.

“The deserts aren’t much, but the hills....” Sama Leybe gave a laugh and cupped his hands around the lighting of a fresh cigarette. All the way from Canada he had smoked; he had smoked and he had drunk black coffee, and he seemed not to give a thought to what was behind the green curtain behind the seats.

Mahmoud had thought about it. He had thought about it much.

‘We must teach the Great Satan a lesson,’ Sama had said at the start of their mission. ‘We must strike them as they have never been struck.’ Then he had made a flowering motion with his hands—the first of many such flowering motions on their way down from Canada—and he had said, ‘Go Boom!’

And Sama had laughed a rich, resonant laugh.

Now, so close to their destination, so close to ‘Go Boom,’ Mahmoud was having second thoughts.

Mahmoud was experiencing doubt as to their mission.

But what had made him doubt? What had weakened his resolve?

And he knew, even as he considered.

He had driven across the Great Satan. He had seen children playing in parks. He had seen people talking on street corners and working in stores. He had watched the people while eating in the same restaurants as they did.

He had seen the people of the Great Satan.

They weren’t evil.

They were just like his own people, filled with their pursuits, living their lives.

Was America evil? Just because it was full of nonbelievers didn’t seem to make it evil.

Doubt nibbling at his mind, weakening him minute by minute, he was more aware than ever of what they were hauling. He was acutely aware, also, that tomorrow would bring the end of life, and a Mighty Blow would have been Struck, and—

“What ails you?” Sama punched him on the arm. “I talk and you say nothing!”

Mahmoud suddenly became aware that Sama had been talking and he hadn’t been listening, and he turned to his friend. Studying Sama’s curved nose, thick mustaches and white teeth, Mahmoud realized just how similar they were. They had grown up in the refuge camps; they had gone into the army; they had been excellent soldiers; and they had been trained as terrorists in Germany.

And, at this moment, Mahmoud realized they were different.

“I am sorry, it is just that this dog of a van—” His eyes focused on the side mirror. “There is a police behind us.”

Sama leaned forward to look in the rear view mirror on his side of the van. A California Highway Patrol car, looking like a shark, crept up behind them. Sama sucked the cigarette down with a couple of hard drags and stubbed it out. He leaned slightly to the side and felt for one of the AK47’s lodged between the seats. His fingers slid over the metal and flicked the safety off.

“What do you want me to do?” asked Mahmoud, trying to match Sama’s businesslike attitude. He was praying that Sama wouldn’t jump from the van and spray the cop with bullets.

A sign flashed past them on the right. “Water. Turn off here.”

Mahmoud put on the turn light and let the van veer into a small parking area. At the end of the parking lot, parked in front of a faucet and hose, was a green station wagon. Clothes and sleeping bags were jammed up against the windows of the wagon, and it looked as dirty as the van. A chubby fellow wearing green pants and a loud shirt stood by the open hood. Next to him was a woman with a baby in her arms. 

“Ah,” said Sama, and Mahmoud knew his friend was evaluating the hostage potential. 

Mahmoud steered the van in next to the station wagon. Trying to appear unconcerned, he kept his eyes on the cop car. When he turned the ignition off, he could hear Sama’s slightly raspy breathing.

The cop car crawled up behind the van, then it edged past and stopped behind the station wagon. An officer in pressed tans and shiny shoes stepped out. Taking off aviator sunglasses, the officer wiped one sleeve across his forehead. His eyes were revealed as grey, his face was square and strong and friendly.  

In front of the station wagon, the chubby man closed the hood and walked towards the cop.

“What does the pig want?” asked Sama nonchalantly, the calm expression on his face belying the fever in his eyes.

Mahmoud breathed hard and prayed fervently with every breath.

For a long moment the officer talked to the chubby man, then the officer said something and nodded. The chubby man turned back to his wife and baby. The officer turned strode towards the van.

“Allah waits.”

Mahmoud felt the igniting thought behind Sama’s words. He knew that tomorrow was about to visited upon them today. Suddenly, he grabbed the door handle.

“Hey!” Sama uttered in surprise. The cop was only a couple of feet from being framed in the open driver’s window. Only two feet away from a perfect head shot!

“Hello,” said Mahmoud, careful to keep himself between Sama and the cop.

“Howdy. Things okay with you fellows?” 

“We have maps. We have oil, and now we have water,” answered Mahmoud. He sounded inane in his own ears. He hoped the cop would think that the sweat pouring down his face was only a result of the sun.

“You’re smarter than some,” chuckled the officer. He was young and his chest filled his uniform. “I noticed your tires are looking a little low. There’s a Chevron right over the top of the hill. You can get air there.”

“Thank you.” Mahmoud wanted to say more, he wanted to act easy and natural, but sweat coursed down his back and The Bomb was in the van and Sama’s all too anxious finger was on the trigger of the AK 47.

The cop walked towards the back of the van and bent down at the rear tire. “Looks a little bald, too. You going far?” He looked up.

“Just to Glendale. I am carrying safes for my brother-in-law.”

“Safes, eh?” The cop straightened up and offered an infectious grin. “That’s a good business with all the bad guys in the world.”

Mahmoud tried to grin back. It felt like a grimace.

“Well,” the cop stood up. “I better get on the horn. I have to call a tow for the wagon there.” With a motion of his head, he indicated the chubby fellow, who was shrugging as he tried to explain the vagaries of cars to his wife.

Say something, say anything, appear natural, flashed through Mahmoud’s head.

He couldn’t think of anything to say.

They walked back towards the front of the van, Mahmoud trying to stay between the officer and the open window. Suddenly, the officer leaned forward and looked through the window and smiled at Sama.

“Have a nice day.”

Sama smiled back and nodded.

The officer continued on to his cruiser, and Mahmoud watched him for a moment, then turned and looked at Sama. Inside the van, Sama watched the cop walk away. Sama’s face was calm and relaxed and, except for the glitter in his eyes, he appeared quite calm. Mahmoud opened the door and got in.

“Have a nice day,” said Sama as he cupped his hands in front of his face and lit yet another cigarette. He leaned backwards and blew smoke towards the ceiling. “Have a nice day...and ‘Go Boom!’” He laughed and laughed and laughed. He slapped his knee and smoke steamed out of his nostrils and his eyes looked feverish.

Mahmoud put his head on the steering wheel and breathed deeply. Paradise was a little too close for comfort for him.

**********
[image: ]


He exited the folding tunnel and looked around. He was an average height man with broad shoulders. He had a rugged face topped with brown hair. He was carrying a worn shoulder bag.

“Daddy! Daddy! Daddy!”

Two pixie-faced, little girls burst out of the crowd and leeched onto his legs. 

Grinning, the man put down his shoulder bag and placed a hand on the head of each little girl. Immediately, a well-formed woman with blonde hair arrowed out of the crowd and into his arms. 

“Michael!” Barbara Ferris said, and she wished never to come up for air again as long as she lived.

Michael Ferris sighed and momentarily closed his eyes as he hugged his wife. He had never believed anything could feel so good.

For a long moment the family stood in the passenger area, travelers brushing past them to their own welcomes and hugs. Finally, however, Michael broke the hug and looked down at the two girls.  

“Well,” he said, “who are these two ragamuffins?”

“We’re your daughters!” Amy looked up at him and half yelled in exasperation.

“Yeah, Daddy. We’re your daughter.” Barbie was a year younger than Amy and looked like a slightly smaller twin. Both had fine blonde hair and big blue eyes. Both were obviously in their Sunday best for this occasion.

And it was an occasion. Michael had been gone for two months. It had been a period of toilets in ditches, bouts of dysentery, and bugs as big as birds. But the film was in the can, and he was back.

He knelt and put his arms out.

“My daughter, eh?” He took one girl in each arm and hugged them near to breaking. Barbara smiled and put one hand on his shoulder. She wasn’t about to take her hands off him now. She felt as giddy as a schoolgirl on her first date, and she had the bizarre fear that he was going to disappear right before her eyes.

Michael straightened up. “Let’s go home,” and the smile on his face told Barbara that he wasn’t going to disappear. He was really and truly home. She hugged him as they walked to the car, and then she only broke the hug long enough to get in the car and hug him some more. She was unaware that at that precise moment Mahmoud and Sama were pulling into a motel just over the crest of the Grapevine.

**********
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“Why are we stopping?” Mahmoud looked at Sama, who had taken over the driving when they had left the water area.

“Because, my friend,” Sama maneuvered the van into a parking space, “I am tired.”

Mahmoud looked around disbelievingly. They were at the Sundown Motel. It was yellow with brown trim and had plenty of vacancies. The office was right right behind them, and down the way a boy was practicing curb slides with a skateboard.  

“But can we not be there tonight?” They had come so far, managed to bring The Bomb over two thousand miles, and now they were stopping because Sama, who had not seemed to sleep the length of the continent, wanted to sleep. Conflicting emotions warred within Mahmoud. He didn’t think he could last another night with his doubts; if they stopped he didn’t think he could go on.

“My friend,” said Sama as he leaned back and stretched, the eternal cigarette dangling from his lips, “When I enter Paradise...when the Prophet opens his arms and welcomes me...I don’t want to smell like yesterday’s goat.”

Silently, Mahmoud got out of the van. Thoughts whirled inside his head as he watched Sama head for the office.

What if the van got stolen?

What if the cops came for them?

What if The Bomb went off?

What if! What if!

What if he couldn’t go on? What if he got up in the middle of the night and—

I am no longer willing to enter Paradise! The thought shot through his head like a bottle crashes through a window.

He knew that if he said such a thing, hinted at such a thing, Sama would kill him. Sama, who looked forward to ‘Go Boom’ as much as a Christian looked forward to Christmas, would have no compunctions about turning an AK47 on him.

Sama exited the office, was folding a piece of paper. They were registered.

I am no longer willing.

As Sama came towards him, he put the folded receipt carefully into his wallet, as if he needed the receipt, as if there would be a tomorrow when the receipt would have to entered in company books or given to the American’s IRS, or some other such silly thing.

Silly because tomorrow was going to end rather abruptly. Tomorrow was going to end with a ‘Boom.’ Tomorrow they were going to Strike a Blow, Enter Paradise, and the world would shiver and everybody would know that Palestinians were not a people to be trifled with and—

“Come, my friend, let us bath and relax. Let us eat and enjoy the anticipation. Tomorrow will be upon us before you know it.”

Tomorrow.

Mahmoud knew he would have to do something.

He was no longer willing.

**********
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On the way home, Michael was caught up with the Ferris family happenings of the last two months. Amy had chipped a tooth but it was not a permanent one. The new weatherman on Barbara’s news team was more in love with himself than with teamwork, the neighbor’s cat had had kittens and one had fallen in a fishpond and drowned, and Bill Fisher wanted Michael to call him as soon as he could. Something about a new job. Marcie and Wilby were working on another book, this one a rather lengthy tome of horror movies, and they were out of town until Monday. They wished Michael their best, however, and looked forward to seeing him as soon as they got back.

Michael smiled ruefully. Wilby was his Pa Kua Chang  partner, and he had looked forward to teaching him a thing or three.

And Joanna had called, and Amy’s teacher said Amy was doing fine in penmanship but had to learn how to add better, maybe some flash cards and...and it seemed like they were pulling into their driveway almost before Michael knew it.

Their house sat in a cul de sac in the Hollywood Hills, and Michael gazed fondly up at the old homestead. The house was tri-level, built into the hillside sometime in the fifties, and Michael had always loved the way the patches of greenery had been terraced, and—

Feeling! The force of the feeling was almost physical. Resting his hands on the steering wheel, he turned his head and looked at the darkened windows of the house.

“Michael?” Barbara, attuned to him as only a man and wife can be attuned, felt some hint of the strangeness assaulting him.

The feeling washed over him. He heard many voices. He felt people ducking and hiding. They were in the house, a lot of them, and they were... 

“Are you all right?”

...no threat. He smiled inwardly as he realized what was about to happen. 

“Michael?” Barbara revealed just a touch of nervousness.

“I’m fine,” said Michael. He let the inner smile out a little as he looked at her. “I just have to go to the bathroom.”

Barbara smiled back. There was a hint of apprehension in her eyes.

Michael undid his seatbelt and got out of the car. A thousand eyes could have been watching him, but he gave no sign that he felt them. He stretched then, and went to the trunk and lifted out his bags. He knew what Barbara was up to, and he wasn’t about to ruin her surprise. Calmly, listening to Barbara patter about trouble with the gardener, he followed her up the shallow, slate steps and stood in front of the door. Barbara inserted her key, twisted, and pushed the door open. Michael stepped forward.

“SURPRISE!”

Michael dropped the suitcases. The lights glared in his carefully astonished eyes, and he gaped at the living room full of friends!

“Samantha! Ernie! Hey! There’s Thomas!” He called out names as his friends swarmed him, hugged him, welcomed him back into their lives.

“OhmyGod! Joanna!” His sister moved in for a hug. He hadn’t seen her for two years prior to going to Africa.

“Hey! Marcie! That means Wilby...!” He didn’t finish the thought. Above all others he knew that Wilby was here. He knew because he could feel Wilby. He could feel Wilby when he was still in the car. And he could feel Wilby feel him.

“You betcha, big boy,” Marcie hugged him, “He’s over on the couch.”

Michael felt his body pulled, rotated, like a man in space with gravities working on him. And the feeling directed him and there was Wilby, sitting on the couch, smiling, feeling him closer than if they hugged bodily. Michael smiled and the spectacular, silent radars of the two men delicately touched.

“Where did you park all the cars? How did you pull this off? I had no idea...” Michael talked blithely on. 

On the couch, sipping Canada Dry in a glass, Wilby Thompson grinned as if he really believed Michael.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Harm no innocents.

Mahmoud stared at the ceiling of the motel room. He could find no sleep; he was afforded no cessation of the awareness that something was wrong, that he could no longer go along with the plan of the Bomb. He had changed.

In the bed next to him, sleeping like a baby, Sama snored softly. 

He sleeps the sleep of the innocent, thought Mahmoud. But I am no longer innocent. I am incapable of sleep. I am incapable.

Trucks droned past the motel with monotonous regularity. It was the lullaby of a working, producing nation, a nation of people that, though they be nonbelievers, didn’t deserve to die. 

Finally, Mahmoud pulled the sheets off his body in a silent whisper. Moving slowly, lest he waken Sama, he gathered his clothes and moved softly towards the door. A decision had come to him.

It was early in the morning, and only truckers and hungry coyotes were awake to ponder the misdeeds of man. Mahmoud opened the door to the motel room and slithered out. Outside the motel room, only a few streetlights and neon signs worked to push back the night. 

Moving down the walkway, Mahmoud passed the van and approached the street. He was sneaking out of his duty like a thief in the night, and he wondered if he had somehow become Non-believer.

**********
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As Mahmoud was slinking out of a motel with clothes in hand, five people sat around a dining table in Los Feliz and involved themselves in a casual quintalogue. Michael and Barbara sat on one side of the polished wood table. Marcie and Wilby sat on the other side, and Joanna perched on a chair at on end. Interestingly, there was physical resemblance between the five people. While Joanna had a softer version of Michael’s features, Wilby could have been his brother, be it with a squarer look to his face and darker hair. Marcie had the same evenness of feature as Barbara, but was slighter in build. All in all, irrespective of different blood, they looked like one family. 

“I thought for sure you had noticed something when we drove up,” said Barbara. 

“No, you got me completely by surprise. I can’t believe Thomas trucked everybody up in his van.” Michael smiled easily at Wilby, who smiled just as easily in return. They didn’t usually talk about feelings, especially as those feelings were often in vague and unpredictable form. 

“It was the only way. You would have noticed if the street was full of cars.”

“What about the job offer from Billy Fisher, are you going to take it?” asked Marcie.

“I think so,” answered Michael. “I’d be working down at Channel 28 studios, and Billy’s the kind of guy who grants a free hand. Besides, it would be nice to stay home for a while.”

“Does he have some funding lined up?” Wilby chewed on a stick of celery. His feeling had already told him that Michael was going to take the job. He could feel Michael’s intention, but he couldn’t read exact thoughts. They hadn’t developed that far, yet. 

Michael rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “Funding doesn’t sound like it’s going to be a problem. Billy says both Exxon and Rockefeller have expressed interest. Billy’s no slouch when it comes to money, you know.”

“Amen,” interjected Barbara. “Did you know he arranged funding for that special on the Everglades last year? Nobody would touch that one, but when Billy puts forth his golden hands....”

The conversation veered this way and that. Michael sat back and enjoyed the small talk of those who were closest to him. This was, after all, what life was about.

“You want to check on the girls, Michael?”

Michael nodded and pushed away from the table. He navigated the hallway and climbed the stairs to the girl’s room. He opened the door and peeked in at the sleeping forms on the beds. They breathed easily, guarded by their eternally vigilant, stuffed animals. He watched his treasures for a moment, then closed the door gently and returned to the kitchen.

“Sleeping like angels,” he said calmly as he sat down.

“You know,” Marcie said, looking at Michael. “ABC has some used equipment they might be willing to part with.”

“Really?” Michael arched his eyebrows.

Marcie nodded. “If you and Billy want, I can arrange for you to look at it.”

“You must have some kind of sixth sense, Marcie. Billy said we should be on the look out. When do you think we could take a gander?”

“I’ll call Chuck Azgandian first thing in the morning. He’s in charge of purchasing now. How early you want me to call you?”

Michael looked at Wilby. “That depends.”

“On what?” Marcie asked.

“On how long I get to beat on your worthless husband.”

“Huh?” blurted Joanna.

“They practice martial arts together,” explained Barbara.

“You still do that?” Marcie asked Michael. Michael had convinced her to take a karate class in college. It had ended up saving her life.  

“It keeps them out of trouble,” Barbara observed drily. 

“How about a light workout before lunch. Maybe ten?” Wilby said.

“Sounds good.” 

They leaned across the table and lightly touched fists.

Michael said to Marcie, “Call just before ten?”

“Okay,” Marcie agreed.

Clearing her throat, Barbara said, “And while they’re sweating out their atavistic tendencies, we can attend to our more delicate natures.”

“Oh?” Marcie looked askance at her friend.

“Yes. I was thinking jewelry mart.”

“Oh no,” Wilby buried his head in his hands.

“Oh yes,” said the girls, and it was their turn to lightly touch fists.

**********
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Sama awoke, turned his head, and saw that his friend was gone.

Frowning, he slipped out from under the covers and padded over to the window.

Hard sunlight washed over the motel and illuminated the parking area. The van was right where it was supposed to be, but there was no sign of Mahmoud. A thin smile curled on Sama’s face.

Let the cowardly dog run, he thought. He, Sama Leybe, would get all the glory. The Prophet would turn his back on Mahmoud, and Sama would bask in the glory all by himself.

He checked out a short time later and drove the dirty van south on the Golden State Freeway. Tomorrow had come, and Los Angeles was right down the road, as was Paradise.

**********
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While Sama drove The Bomb towards LA, Barbara was fixing breakfast for her man. Her face had the glow of a woman well loved, and she turned bacon and scrambled eggs with a satisfied soul. She was so glad that Michael wasn’t going to be traveling. The girls needed him for a father, and she needed him for a husband, and, judging from the ardor displayed the night before, Michael had a few needs of his own.

“Mmmm. How dare you sneak away from me,” Michael, silent on his feet, hugged her from behind and nuzzled her neck.

“It’s easy to sneak away from you, big oaf.” She lifted a finger dipped in jam, and he sucked the jam tenderly off it. It was quite a sensuous feeling.

“Talk like that and I’ll send for my African wives.”

She turned and reached a hand downwards. “You want to keep these?”

“Yowch!” He yelped and raised his hands in surrender.

She backed him up a few steps, making him prance on his toes, then, “Now, go sit, or else!” And she let him go.

“All right,” he said. He hopped his behind up on the counter next to where she was working.

“Over there,” she said menacingly, pointing towards the table.

“Mmmm.” He ignored her and hooked one finger in the lapel of her robe and pulled outwards.

“Stop that,” she giggled. “You’re all done!”

“Shucks. That’s what they all say.”

She began to lean her lips towards his, but the girls chose that moment to charge in. Joanna shuffled in after them. Quickly, Barbara arranged her robe.

“Daddy! Daddy!”

Michael slipped off the counter and lifted one girl in each arm. “How are my little Hottentots?”

“Hottentots? What are Hottentots?”

“What are Tottenhots?” Repeated Barbie dutifully. She had a teddy bear clutched in one arm.

“Hottentots are these African women with big butts.”

“Michael!” Barbara snapped him with a small towel. He yelped and danced around the kitchen, the girls giggling in his arms.

“Give it up,” Joanna had her nose in the fridge. “He’s been that way since birth.”

“Butts?” asked Barbie.

“See?” Barbara looked at Michael with a raised eyebrow.

“Hey! Hottentots do have big butts. Look in the dictionary if you don’t believe me.”

“Belief is not the question here! Teaching children the correct and polite way to speak is!”

“Okay, I take it back. Hottentots don’t have big butts.”

“Michael? Barbara tried to speak warningly, but it was hard to warn somebody when a smile was trying to break out.

“Butts,” said Barbie.

Michael grabbed a loaf of bread and stuffed it under his robe and into the back of his underpants. The bulge created was ridiculous.

“These are Hottentots,” he said, and he bent his body to emphasize his hind end. It stuck out and wiggled back and forth as he danced across the kitchen.

“Stop that!” Barbara tried not to laugh.

“My theory of brain damage has proven correct,” said Joanna, acting as if she was ignoring the whole scene.

“Gonna spank me?” asked Michael wiggling his butt at her.

“Daddy’s a Hottentot!” yelled Amy.

“Tottentots have butts,” Barbie educated her Teddy Bear solemnly.

“Skip the toast,” Joanna eyed Michael’s butt ruefully.

Barbara couldn’t stop the laughter bubbling out of her.

**********
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At the bottom of the Grapevine, Mahmoud plodded across the empty California countryside. It was early, and the sun was brutally hot. He didn’t think Sama would set the bomb off until he was in LA, but if something happened and Sama didn’t get to LA, he would set the bomb off wherever he was, so Mahmoud moved faster.

The country was dry and sparse of flora where he walked. Scraggly bushes tripped at him, and little puffs of dust rose as he put his feet down.

What was the name of the next big town? Oh yes, Bakersfield. He would get to Bakersfield. Then he would get a car. And a job. Yes, he would get a job.

He knew he couldn’t return to his homeland now. He would never be able to return; he would have to live here, in the Great Satan, in the heart of America. And he would find a job in Bakersfield and...no, Bakersfield was too close to LA. He would steal a car and drive to San Francisco.

...the whispering of trucks on the I-5 became something else, a dry slithering, as of many feet, black hordes that crawled at the edge of consciousness, black hordes that... 

Irritated, he shook his head. The sun was hot, and he’d better find shade before he started seeing things. What was he thinking about? Oh, yes...San Francisco was bigger than Bakersfield. He could get lost there, and he could find a job.

Thus considering his future, Mahmoud marched a straight line between the dry, scraggly bushes. He could still hear the whispering of trucks on the I-5, but it stayed on the edge of his consciousness, and for the first time in a long time, he felt relief. He was no longer carting a bomb through a country, and he no longer doubted himself. He walked, and it was entirely okay with him that Sama went ‘Go Boom’ all by himself.

He never realized that the whisper...whisper...whisper...of slithering sounds was not coming from the I-5, but was the anomalous projection of a New Reality onto his own mind.

**********
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Breakfast was done. The girls were watching TV, and Michael, Barbara and Joanna were still sitting at the table when Marcie and Wilby arrived.

“Howdie who!” Wilby called out from the front door.

“Howdie you!” responded Michael.

Wilby plopped down and began scarfing from the serving plates with his fingers. 

“Did you talk to Chuck?” Michael asked.

Marcie nodded as she tried to slap Wilby’s hand. “He said he can show you the equipment at twelve. It’s that or wait two weeks until he gets back from vacation. He said to just show up if you’re interested.”

“Great,” he looked askance at Barbara.

“Fine with me. You know where we’ll be.”

“Careful. A steady job does not a millionaire make,” said Michael wryly.

“I saw these cute little necklaces, only ten thousand a piece.” Barbara looked glibly at Marcie.

“Ten thousand!” exclaimed Marcie, putting a hand out as if putting on airs. “Dirt cheap, if you ask me.”

“Come on, partner,” Wilby stood up. “Let me kick you while you’re down.”

Shaking his head ruefully, Michael followed Wilby towards the basement.

********** 
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Pow! Phump, phump, phump! Sama Leybe, or, to be precise, his van, had a flat.  

Clenching his fists over the steering wheel, Sama aimed the hobbling van towards the side of the road. A couple of hundred yards to the right a couple of hundred people shrieked as they were dashed towards the earth in the giant rollercoaster called Colossus. Sama turned his head and watched the screaming people. All he had to do was press a sequence of three buttons, hold a fourth button down momentarily, and when he lifted his thumb...Boom! They would all ‘Go Boom!’

Sama sighed. Not yet. He wanted to be downtown, in the heart of the Great Satan. He didn’t want to be at some silly amusement park where stupid Americans did stupid things. He wanted to Strike a Blow. He drove slowly on the edge of the freeway. Just a hundred yards ahead was an off ramp, and just off the off ramp was a service station. He slowly guided the van onto the off ramp.

**********
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Michael and Wilby descended into a large basement. Along one wall, hung in neat rows, were sharp and shiny Chinese weapons. There were tiger forks, hooked swords, sectioned chains, tai chi swords, bButterfly knifes, tasseled spears, and so on.

In the far corner a figure of a man had been painted on a sheet of plywood. There were bull’s-eyes on the head and the groin. Shuriken had been tossed into the plywood until the concrete behind it was visible.

In another corner was a wooden dummy. The arms and leg were spring loaded and the whole thing was set up on a shock absorber. The dummy showed evidence of much violent usage.

On the wall opposite the weapons wall, several Kung Fu uniforms hung on pegs, and a TV set was implanted into the wall. In the corner next to the TV was a large bookcase filled with martial arts movies and training videos.

Without saying a word, Michael and Wilby selected uniforms from the wall and began changing. 

Several minutes later, having thoroughly stretched out, the two men began to walk around the sides of the basement. At first the circle they described was wide and brushed against the walls. Occasionally they would stop, stretch out a kink, do a deep knee bend or a slow kick. Slowly, however, the circle closed and when the two men were just six feet apart, they held their right palms towards each other and their eyes locked. They moved slower and slower, their knees bending until they were ninety degrees. In this squat posture, they took eight steps to round the circle, and eight more, and eight more, and so on. They kept their feet flat to the floor, sliding over the concrete with quarter inch tolerances. They were ‘Walking the Circle,’ and the energy began to build.

There was no sound in the basement. There was no intrusion from the outer world. All that was was between them.

Michael turned one foot outwards and slowly moved into a posture facing away from the circle they walked.

Wilby didn’t fall to the gambit. He continued circling, enlarging his circle so as to adjust to Michael’s tantalizing change.

Michael changed the angle of his feet so as to adjust to the new circle, and once again they were circling.

Wilby watched, patient beyond endurance.

Michael turned his back again, but when he came out of the directional change he shot across the circle with one hand up and the other slightly extended in a Palm Thrust. It was ‘Tiger comes out of the Cave,’ flawless and powerful, and Wilby cross-stepped with his hands in the ‘Lion Rolls Ball’ position.

Michael didn’t even try to shift to catch Wilby’s counter, he did his own cross-step and created another circle. It was a circle within a circle within a circle. It was very good Pa Kua.

Wilby hop-kicked and then punched, then twisted to avoid Michael’s ‘Monkey Offers Fruit’ arm trap.

Another cross-step, and another, and the circles grew and grew, overlapped and intertwined. The breathing of the two men joined and slowed. Their motions grew slower and slower. Radar began to extend beyond the mere physical and they began to anticipate moves that, likewise anticipated, would never come.

Change. Change. Change.

The separate universe that is Pa Kua grew. 

********** 
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“What the....” Joanna stared in amazement, as the three girls descended the stairs. The expression on her face was pure bewilderment.

In the center of the basement, Michael and Wilby faced each other. They were standing in the curious curved posture that is the Pa Kua practitioner in action.  Their bodies were twisted, their walk was frozen, their glittering eyes were fixed upon each other.

“Why aren’t they moving?”

“They are moving,” said Marcie. “They’re just moving so slowly you can’t see them.”

“What?” Joanna looked at Marcie in disbelief.

“Really. Come on, I’ll show you.” She led the way over to where the two men stood, hardly blinking, frozen in delicate pose.

“But won’t we disturb them?”

“Nope. When they’re playing this game they can’t be disturbed.”

“They can’t be disturbed?” Joanna looked at Marcie with a dubious expression.

“When they’re doing this any disturbance is considered part of the world and must be ‘absorbed’ into their calculations.”

Joanna walked around the two men, noted the slight sheen of silvery sweat upon their foreheads. Their eyes didn’t move, but she had the feeling they were watching her.

“This is karate?” 

“It’s called Pa Kua Chang ,” corrected Barbara. “It means ‘Eight Trigrams Palm Maneuvers,’ and it’s a form of kung fu.”

“Oh,” said Joanna.

“The boys walk in circles around each and develop fighting strategies. They say they’re trying to circle all parts of the body, or something like that.”

“Or twine it or loop it or whatever,” added Marcie.

“Of course,” continued Barbara, “They claim it is a lot more complicated than that. They say that when you reach the end of any art it is the same as any other art. A straight line is a circle and vice versa. But I’m probably just garbling it all with that kind of description.”

“The end of the art?” Joanna looked skeptical.

“Or something like that, but you’d have to ask them.”

“So they just stand here and look at each other?”

“They start out walking around each other in a circle, but the way Michael explains it they start seeing only each other and then....”

When Marcie was done with the explanation Joanna was more confused than ever. Her gaze flickered back and forth between the two men.

Grinning, Barbara asked, “Have you ever read a book or done something so intensely that time just seemed to pass?”

“Yes.” She drew the word out.

“Wilby says that when they start walking around each other they try to look at each other so hard that time just seems to pass. He says it’s like they are in another world, a separate universe all their own.”

“Well, I sort of understand.” Joanna looked at Barbara and it was obvious that it was only a partial understanding.

“Michael explains it with football. He says it’s like two people running down a football field watching each other and trying to figure out what each other is doing. Suddenly they are looking at each other,  and the rest of the field, the spectators and everything, are moving past.”

“Looking at each other and letting the world...slide.” Marcie interjected.

“Creating their own world, apart from the regular world,” added Barbara.

“So they do that when they’re fighting?” Joanna gestured towards the boys’.

Barbara: “Yes.”

Marcie: “If you are aware of the world sliding around you and the other person isn’t you’re supposed to have a large advantage.”

A light frown crossed Joanna’s face. Her semester of karate notwithstanding, she was having trouble reconciling what Barbara and Marcie were saying. “But how do they figure out who wins and who loses? When do they hit each other?”

For a second Joanna thought she saw a blink. She wasn’t sure, but there was a crinkling type of motion around Wilby’s eyes.

“Michael says they reach a point where they just know who wins and who loses without having to move.”

“Huh?”

“He says they feel it all on the inside, that they fight with a sort of a radar feeling for what each other is doing.”

Marcie picked up the thread of Barbara’s explanation. “Wilby says that you reach a point where you perceive what the other fellow’s thinking, then you have to develop tricks and strategies. You have to foresee and peel off a person’s strategies as you close with them until you can strike them.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Just think about it like chess. You play chess?” Barbara asked and Joanna nodded in response. “Well this is like chess, and they’re trying to see how many moves ahead they can plan. Well ‘feel’ is the way Michael puts it.

“And they’re really moving?”

“Take my word, they’re moving, but it’s all on the inside where you can’t see it.”

“But they can?”

Marcie grinned and looked at Joanna. “Want to hit one of them?”

“Hit one of them?”

“Yes. It’s perfectly all right.” A bland, yet impish look was in Marcie’s eyes. 

Joanna glanced at Barbara for help.

“Go ahead. They won’t mind. Fact is, it’ll probably just make the game more interesting for them.”

“Well, I don’t know.” The idea of hitting somebody made her nervous, but (admit it!) she did sort of want to go ahead and take a poke at one of them.

Marcie walked over to the weapons wall and lifted a short pole off a pair of wall pegs and returned to Joanna. “They have a motto, ‘Never harm an innocent.’ It’s part of what Al taught them.”

“Who’s Al?”

“He’s the one who taught them, the one who got them going on this stuff. He went to some religious retreat in Florida, or the Caribbean, or somewhere.” She held out the pole to Joanna.

“I really should...club one of them? They won’t get mad?” She found her hand reaching out and taking the pole from Marcie.

“Take my word,” said Barbara dryly. “They will definitely not get mad.”

“Well,” said Joanna a bit timidly, “After all, if they didn’t want me to hit them they’d speak up, right?”

“That’s right,” agreed Marcie. She and Barbara nodded solemnly, a hint of grin behind their faces.

“So I could just,” she lifted the pole and shook it a bit, “Give Michael a little whack.”

“Go for it,” urged Marcie devilishly.

The pole in her hands made Joanna remember her karate training. She had spent a whole semester punching and sweating and kicking and sweating and blocking and sweating, and in the end she had thought she had learned nothing. At least she had thought so until the time the guy snuck up behind her in a parking lot. She had elbowed the would be rapist in the gut, side kicked him in the knee, turned and punched him in the face. It had all worked and she—

“No,” she shook her head and held the pole back. Memories were two-edged things, and she had remembered the violence of that night just a little too well.

Marcie placed her hand on Joanna’s and pushed the pole back towards her. “Just a touch. Just touch Michael’s hair. One strand. One little hair.”

Barbara: “Just one, teensy, weensy hair.” She held her thumb and forefinger up with a minuscule space between them.

Joanna knew, at that point, that she was being sold a bill of goods. She knew they were playing some sort of joke on her. Realizing this, she stepped back, unconsciously assuming Fudo-dachi, the Immovable Stance. Holding the pole out before her, she fixed her attention on Michael. She slid forward.

The pole extended toward Michael, almost touched his hair, and just before the pole touched him, she had the feeling (feeling) she was on the other end of the pole examining a hair up close, as if through a magnifying glass, then she was looking down a sleeve. Confused, she realized that Wilby was at the other end of the sleeve, not Michael, then a hard clatter disturbed her. She looked down at the floor in confusion. The pole was rolling slowly across the basement floor. She looked at her hands. There was nothing in them. Stupidly, she looked up at Marcie and Barbara. They grinned at her.

“I blinked,” she said. Then, more forcefully, as if trying to convince herself, “I blinked.”

“Uh huh,” said Marcie gently, a smile wide across her face.

Joanna felt as if she had molasses covering her whole body. She stood back from Michael, and the sensation lessened. She looked at the girls. She looked at Michael.

Barbara laughed. “Why don’t you try hitting him now.”

Sucked into the game, Joanna stepped forward. There were things to be gleaned here, to be understood, and her own confusion had yet to be resolved. She stepped around Michael. She looked at him. Suddenly she had the feeling that Wilby was moving behind her, yet when she looked at him, he was in the same place.

Or was he? How could one measure the inches and degrees of human thought?

By deeds, yet the deeds hadn’t been done yet.

She reached a hand forward tentatively, yet without any of the potential of the attack. She touched Michael on the chest. Michael’s chest was solid, and he didn’t move.

Choosing to ignore Wilby, she assumed her stance in front of Michael. She studied his eyes. It was like looking into a well and not able to see anything at the bottom. They weren’t even looking at her. They were looking at Wilby. Yet she had this...this...‘feeling’ that he was looking at her.

She punched. At least she started to punch.

**********
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Joanna was dimly aware that her body was being twisted; she was being pulled through a revolving barrel of some sort. Wilby was in the barrel with her, laughing as he enjoyed her confusion. But where was Michael?  Why wasn’t he...then as quickly as it started, the images faded and were forgotten as Joanna panicked and tried to re-establish the real universe. A universe not so spooky with ‘feeling.’ A universe where chairs were chairs, and nobody was upside down. Where....

**********
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....she was lying on the floor of the basement, here eyes just finishing a blink. She didn’t feel bad, just a little dizzy. She felt...twisted...sort of...but she couldn’t describe the process of just what that twisting was or what it meant or how it came to be. She was just...twisted...and lying on the floor, and above her Michael had moved. He was standing differently, but she hadn’t seen him move.

“I didn’t see him!” She half groaned. “I didn’t see!”

Barbara and Marcie smiled at each other knowingly as they came forward to help Joanna to her feet. They each knew, through personal experience, what Joanna was feeling.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Inches away...was death and destruction.

“Sure, I got the tire, but my jack won’t lift your van.”

Sama stared at the balding, old fool. To come so far and be stopped by an incompetent service station attendant. Americans were so stupid!

“I repeat. I have an appointment very important, in the city of Los Angeles. You must change tire!” Sama had a quick vision of himself pressing an AK 47 against the forehead of the fat, sweating old fool.

They were standing in front of the service station. At the pumps were cars filled with stupid children on their way to the stupid amusement park. Across the street was a Jack in the Box. Country western music lilted from inside the service station bay.  

“I can’t do what I can’t do,” said the fellow equably. He was the manager of the service station. He kept wiping his greasy hands on an equally greasy rag. “What the heck you carrying, anyway?”

“Why can not your jack lift my van?”

The bald fellow shook his head and wiped the back of his hand against one heavy jowl. “For the tenth time, your van’s too heavy. I can’t lift that much tonnage.”

Sama cut him off and pointed “What about him?”

A large size tow truck turned into the service station parking area.

“Well, yeah. He’d have to charge you for dropping the hook, but if you got the bucks?”

“I got the bucks. See to it.”
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