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Author’s Note:

Insects have proven themselves invaluable in the cultivation of this planet. However, because they have such tremendous potential for destruction, they are often the victim of bad press. Insects do not, however, have ulterior motives, hidden agendas, or the like, else man would long ago have been removed from this planet. The real problem in this relationship between insects and man is that man tends to assign to insects his own types of behavior. For this I would like to apologize to insects everywhere.
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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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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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Sheila’s Terrible Purpose

NEW YORK

Thousands of humans put their shoulders to the ropes and hauled the Big Wagon over the Manhattan Bridge and through Brooklyn. Jimmy would have preferred not to go through Brooklyn, but there was no way the Big Wagon could get through the Lincoln Tunnel or the Holland Tunnel. And there was no way he was going to try to get back through Harlem to the George Washington Bridge. Only a crazy person would go back towards Harlem. Heck, Harlem was alive with giant worms and falling buildings.

So they pushed through Brooklyn, and it wasn’t that bad. It was daytime, and the sun was out, and the people were happy to work up a good sweat.

Between a sizable group of determined humans, and the Big Mind being distracted by the influx of millions of souls, the bugs, fortunately, stayed away, so the Big Wagon rolled unimpeded down the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway. There were twin streaks of oil behind the Wagon, but the mattresses had been discarded. The time for silence had passed; the time for speed had come.

Buildings passed to the sides of the group, seeming to go in the other direction at a slow trot.

At one point, the air hummed with the sound of a large number of far away bugs. They were passing Sunset Park, and it sounded like the bugs were doing a little conventioneering. The Wagon kept rolling.

The Verrazano Narrows Bridge began to loom. The people were all trotting now, exuberant, joyful for escaping New York. Across the span they went, laughing like children, transporting the Sculpts on the high and mighty Big Wagon.

Through Staten Island they went. It was afternoon now, and the people were starting to get tired, but they didn’t let down their pace. As they rolled, a steady stream of people came from the towns and suburbs of Staten Island. They joined the parade, took a turn on the ropes, and kept the tired people’s spirits up. Following the Big Wagon, Gwen walked and talked to newcomers. There was a bright light in her eyes. She was glad to be leaving New York.

Down the Staten Island Expressway they ran, the Goethals Bridge coming up, and they seemed to be picking up even more speed. Then it all came to a stop.

“Hold it right there!”

The people stopped pushing the the Big Wagon rolled to a halt.

Stragglers began to catch up to the Wagon, and the huge crowd of people looked across the bridge.

At the far end of the bridge was a barricade. Behind the barricade was a mass of humans. The humans all had rifles.

Gathering around the Big Wagon, the people buzzed amongst themselves and wondered what what was going on. Jimmy walked forward slowly, and the crowd parted. He walked across the bridge to where the men stood behind their barricade.

“Hold there!” The leader of the men behind the barricade was nervous. He held a rifle, but he licked his lips like it was Jimmy that was armed. Add to that the fact that Jimmy was a young boy to their eyes, and the whole thing seemed ludicrous, to say the least.

Suddenly, Jimmy felt a presence coming up next to him. He turned his head slightly. It was that stupid girl who called herself a Bug Hunter.

“Get back!” Jimmy hissed.

“If there’s going to be a fight I’m going to be needed.”

“I don’t need you up here. Get back!”

Sheila shook her head.

“You’ll have to turn back.”

Jimmy had to ignore Sheila then, and he faced the man who had spoken. Standing in front of the barricade, the speaker was a chubby man who dripped perspiration. Perspiration or not, however, he appeared determined.

Jimmy opened his mouth to speak, but the girl next to him beat him to it. “Bullshit we’re turning back! We’re going through.”

“Shut up,” snapped Jimmy. He was being undercut, and he didn’t like it.

“You shut up,” whispered Sheila back at him. “No bunch of ragtag jerks like these are going to—”

“Shut up!” He spoke at her, the House sized intention was aimed directly at her, but the men behind the barricade felt it, and they raised their rifles.

She stared at him in shock. She could take Intention, but she couldn’t take the concept that he was the leader. She had been waiting for somebody life-sized, and this little, half pint jerk...what had Oscar done?

“We need to get through,” said Jimmy to the men at the barricades.

“Nobody’s going through. A bunch came across a couple of hours ago. They raped and killed and did all sorts of things. A black woman led them. She was—”

“You’d better back off,” snarled Sheila, overcoming her surprise and asserting herself.

Whether the kid was the leader or not, there was only one way to handle blockheads like these.

“Who’s in charge?” asked the man behind the barricade suspiciously.

“I am,” said Jimmy.

“I am,” said Sheila. She didn’t know why she said it; all she knew was that she was responding to this stupid brat leader that Oscar had stuck her with. At that moment, if he had said right, she would have said left. If he had said up, she would have said down.

“Get back to the Wagon,” he voiced at her.

“FUCK YOU!” she snapped back. She was not about to be paused by his voicing again.

Jimmy turned to her. Forgotten was the barricade and the men behind it. Forgotten was the Big Wagon and the thousands of people watching them. His whole world was filled with this girl. She was slightly taller than him, probably weighed about the same, and she had spoken to him.

Their eyes bored into one another. The tension between them mounted. Their Intention was sharp and point to point. Unbreakable silence threatened to grow thunderclouds that would shatter the very bridge right out from under their feet.

She was stronger than him. He felt that. But she wasn’t intelligent...at least not in this moment. He felt that, too. Suddenly, he realized that she felt him thinking these thoughts, and he quickly blocked his feelings from her.

She stomped her foot in frustration. Cracks began to appear under her foot. They spiderwebbed outwards, shattering the pavement on which they stood, and Jimmy could feel the very structure of the bridge under attack.

He stepped forward and grabbed her arms.

Her energy was caught, braced between them, and she could no longer send out the energy necessary to break a bridge. But where the energy stopped, the frustration built higher and higher.

“Let me go!” she hissed.

“Get back to the Wagon,” said Jimmy. No need to feel. He knew what was coming. She would rely on her superior strength, and the way he held her there was only one way for her to respond, only one move she could make. He could feel it coming.

She raised one hand and tried to grab his wrist to make him release her.

He let her, then, using the martial arts Oscar had put into him, he applied Sankyo, an aikido wristlock. Sheila went up on her toes, her eyes went wide as excruciating pain surged through her wrist.

“Let me go,” she said, the pain making her unable to whelm her words at him.

“Get back to the Wagon.”

“I won’t!”

He held her; she struggled; she wouldn’t quit.

Dimly, as if from far away, Jimmy began to sense something within her. She couldn’t quit. There was something...some purpose...some Terrible Purpose that drove her, and he suddenly knew he would have to break her wrist to stop her. Then he would have to break her elbow, then her shoulder, then her back, then he would have to kick her head until she was dead. Because if he didn’t do all these things, she wouldn’t quit. She couldn’t. Her Terrible Purpose wouldn’t let her. Terrible Purpose was her whole, her entire life, her whole purpose for being, the source of her very existence.

Jimmy realized something else, something bleak and grim and deep within himself. He had no Terrible Purpose. He had a job to do, but he was not motivated by Terrible Purpose, especially not one as magnitudious as hers, and he knew that he couldn’t fight her. He couldn’t. Her Purpose was stronger, no matter what the situation. And he couldn’t kill her. He couldn’t.

He let go of the wristlock and stepped back.

“You can’t stop me!” the hiss assaulted him. She had spoken low, rubbing her sore wrist, and her words cut into him like a surgeon’s scalpel.

“You can’t stop me, and you’re weak, and you’re no leader. I felt it in you. I felt it!”

Jimmy didn’t say a word, he just looked at her. He was suddenly aware that he had no business being in charge. He had no Terrible Purpose. What drove him was a lawyer who had succumbed to logic, and worse, a crippled kid who never wanted to hurt anybody in his life. He wanted to say that they were here to save, that the strategy necessary for walking across a country impelled them not to kill or hurt, but he couldn’t say anything in the face of her Terrible Purpose. The logic of his existence wouldn’t let him attack a Terrible Purpose. Terrible Purpose was much more powerful than any logic.

Did Oscar know that? Did Oscar know about the effects of the compassion of a crippled kid? Did he know how insufficient logic was in the face of Terrible Purpose? Did he?

“Come on!” Sheila roared. “Push that Wagon!”

The men behind the barricade, frozen by the struggle that they had seen but not understood, started to wake up.

“Hey! You can’t! Stop!”

But it was too late.

“Get those barricades down or we’ll roll right over them!”

And Sheila’s Terrible Purpose whelmed the men manning the barricade. It brushed them aside like so many gnats, for such was the strength of her Terrible Purpose.

The Big Wagon began to roll. The people were confused, wondering, but they began to push. They bent their backs and started the behemoth rolling across the country once again.

“Jimmy?” Gwen stood next to Jimmy, looking at him, and he looked back at her with a bleakness unparalleled. “Are you all right, child? What did she do?”

Sheila snapped, “I didn’t do anything! He did it all! He’s no leader! He’s useless. I felt him! I know it’s true!”

Gwen looked back and forth between the two. The Big Wagon had passed by. People streamed by on either side of them, staring even as they walked, aware that something important had happened, but not knowing what.

“What are you talking about?” Gwen liked Sheila. She had seen the magnetism, the Big Spark, between the two children. She had figured that Oscar, in his wisdom, had somehow...but no. Things weren’t right here. And now Sheila had done something to Jimmy. She had hurt him.

She placed her thin hand on Jimmy’s shoulder and touched him. She Touched him with her Gift, but nothing happened. There was no connection. There was something Terribly Wrong—she could feel that—but what? What was the bleakness inside him? What was it that was spreading through him, devouring him, eating him like a cancer?

“Oh, girl,” Gwen breathed. “What have you done?” What have you done?”

“I didn’t do anything!” Sheila answered, her eyes filled with disgust for Jimmy, and then she walked off, proud victorious, like she had won a war.

Gwen turned to Jimmy, but there was nothing to be done. Not now. Not in this time and place. So she did all that she could do. She turned him and started him walking, one step after the other, on the road across the continent. It was all she could do.

* * * * *
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LOS ANGELES

“While you’re lollygagging, people are dying!” Harold Simms yelled at the Blessed Person who had slipped in the mud. He continued yelling while the Elvin person frantically scrambled to it’s feet and scrambled up the muddy hillside.

“Get going!” Harold screamed at those who clustered at the bottom of the slope. “What are you waiting for?”

Quickly, heads down so as not to invite Harold’s wrath, the people crawled up the hillside.

Around them, the burned out hulks of the homes that had been Brentwood fended the oozing mud of the hillsides. Staying close to hillside communities was hard going, but it enabled the Harold Simms’ group to avoid the freely roaming bugs. The bugs may have lost their fear of rain, but they weren’t too fond of climbing muddy hillsides.

“Okay, send down the ropes and let’s get these women and children out of here!”
The Blessed People at the top of the hill, abused by Harold, uncoiled the ropes they had somehow dragged to the tops of the slopes and threw them out. Gently and tenderly, Harold saw to the women and children, even while never missing a chance to castigate a Blessed Person.
“Won’t anything make men of them?” He’d scream and kick at any Blessed Person who happened to come close to him.

“He’s crazy,” said Beezy to Wil/Wilma. They ascended the hillside and Harold was some fifty feet ahead, yelling and bullying anybody within hearing.

“Shhh,” responded Wil/Wilma. “Don’t shake his Reality.”

Beezy started to say something in protest of this attitude, but Wil/Wilma wouldn’t let her. “He is the Ultimate Leader; he will get us out of here, he will save us, just as you are the Mother of Nations.”

Beezy stared at Harold. He was creased and polished and shiny, not a lick of mud on his glorious person.

And there wasn’t a lick of mud on her. She strode through mud in high heels, but no mud splattered upon her.

“Why do you call me that?” Beezy asked of Wil/Wilma.

“Oh, Beezy,” Wil/Wilma’s voice threatened to crack. “You really don’t know?”

Beezy started shaking her head, then Wil/Wilma had its arms around her and was sobbing.

“Knock that off!” screamed Harold as he stomped across the hillside towards them. He gave a kick and Wil/Wilma scrambled to get out of the way.

“Queer,” he snorted at it.

He turned to Beezy. “I don’t want you to hang around those damn faggots. You got that?” He grabbed her arm, but it was a tough/tender type of grab that threatened to swoon Beezy even as she stood.

“O-o-kay, Harold,” she managed to say, feeling his maleness threatening to consume her.

“Those bottom licking, fanny fucking, bung lickers aren’t good for anything!” he raged.

Mother of Nations, flashed through Beezy’s consciousness.

“They  aren’t all queers, Harold. Their Reality is different and—”

“Are you talking back to me, woman?” His voice was thunder on the hillsides and people stopped their struggle to see what occupied the Ultimate Leader.

“No, I...Harold, you’re hurting me!” She tried to loosen his iron grasp. His big hand hurt, and the heat just roared through her sexy body.

“Oh, baby,” Harold suddenly enfolded her in his manly arms. “I would never hurt you,” and he kissed her. His lips just swallowed her whole until there was nothing left but a raging fire of desire, and the very consciousness of the Mother of Nations threatened to disappear.

Around them, the people on the hillside began to ooh and aww, and after the moment threatened to turn into an early camp, everybody began to cheer.

“Bugs, sir,” gasped a Blessed Person, staggering up to where Harold and Beezy were having safe sex.

Harold released Beezy and turned to the scout.

“Where?”

“All along the Pacific Coast Highway. They’re marching north.”

“North, huh? Do they look like they want to fight?”

“Sir?”

The fellow held out his hand. In it were some glossy brochures.

“What’s this?” asked Harold as he took the brochures.

“Maps, sir. The Will Rogers park is over that way, and there is a trail we could follow through the mountains.”

Harold squinted his eyes as he thought. He knew the bugs would be at the ocean, he also knew that he wanted to fight with the bugs, kill as many of the suckers as possible, but this idea of slicking right out from under their noses appealed to him. Besides, he needed to shape this rag tag bunch of volunteers into some kind of fighting force, and to do that he needed time.

“Okay,” he said, not even realizing that in the heady throes of power, he was edging away from his original purpose, which was to go to San Francisco.

“Sir?”

“We’ll take the trail at Will Rogers. You, you and you!” he screamed at struggling people. “I want you to forage for food! You, over there, get some people and find some tents, raid some sporting good stores, look in garages, attics, whatever else. Find me some camping gear. We’re going to have a little outing!”

Quickly, people tried to sort themselves out as they came to grips with the sudden shift in plans.

As Beezy stood and watched the new activity, she could barely hear, like the wind rustling a sheet on a line far away, the words Mother of Nations...Mother of Nations.

The rest of that day, the Harold Simms’ group marched along the hills towards the Will Rogers Park. They marched through mud and rain, picked their way past burned houses and trees, stepped over the charred bodies of animals and humans that had been caught in the fierce fires that had swept through the region all the way to the coast. As they marched, scouting parties came in with tents and foot gear and packs and canteens and all the other countless things that an army on the march needs. Slowly, the marching refugees began to take on a different appearance. A person running while trying to clutch a tattered blanket around the shoulders is quite different from a person who has a pack on his shoulders and a spear in his hand. Thus, steps became firmer and looks became steady and focused. They were a long way from being an army, but the Ultimate Leader was definitely creating an effect.

Late in the afternoon the Harold Simms’ group began arriving in the parking lot at Will Rogers Park.

“Okay! Set up the tents over there, and I want neat lines or you’ll have to do it all again! You hear me?”

People, having marched all day to his tune, found themselves leaping to obey. Women gathered children into small groups and a row of cook fires was created.

“I want twenty men to set up a picket line facing the highway. I want the picket line along that ridge. You, over there, drop what you’re doing and come here! I want observers up the hill. Conceal yourselves behind any trees or structures and....”

His voice electrified the people, put fire in veins and moved them to greater and greater effort.

“Get those damned nutsuckers over here!” he suddenly screamed. “I don’t want anybody having any truck with those damn faggots!”

Thus, The Blessed People, in spite of doing most of the foraging, most of the camp set up, and most of the advance work, were kept in an isolated group.

While the camp took shape, Harold Simms walked to the edge of the parking lot and stared through the blackened skeletons of a row of eucalyptus trees. On the street below, he could see bugs crawling along Sunset.

They were crawling towards the ocean, but why? The rain brought coolness, and the bugs didn’t have to immerse themselves in the Pacific any longer. So why were they crawling towards the ocean? What was their plan?

He sighed heavily. He needed a silver helmet. That was what he needed. If he had a silver helmet—didn’t George C. Scott have one on in ‘Patton?’—then he could think better. He knew he could.

He heard a commotion behind him and ignored it.

Sometimes his thinking was sharp and shiny, and he could see a line of thought forever. But sometimes he was just so pissed off he couldn’t stand it. Then his thinking wasn’t so sharp and shiny. Then he wanted to skewer one of those damned queers on a sharp stick.

But when he was thinking sharp, he knew that skewering queers was wrong. He knew he had to get to the Golden Gate Bridge. He had to.

The problem was that he knew he was losing sight of the Golden Gate Bridge. What he was doing was eating him up. He liked being tall and proud so very, very much. When he had been a young man all he wanted was to be a cop. He wanted to live in the uniform and be something that society could give a hoot about.

But society hadn’t given a hoot about him. In fact, society had rolled right over him and his ideals like a street sweeper drives over banana peels in the gutter.

One day, feeling bitter over the people who sneered at him, who turned red and disrespectful when he wrote them a traffic ticket, who turned away when he asked if there were any witnesses, he had done the wrong thing.

He and his partner had gotten a call. South Central. Man beating a woman. Domestic, probably. He and his partner had rolled.

A crowd had gathered in front of a house just blocks from Florence and Normandy. A man was beating a woman, all right, and he was enjoying it. Drugs? Drunk? Who knew, but probably both. He was laughing and talking with the crowd while he beat a woman with a thick belt.

“One way! One way!” Harold Simms had yelled coming to the back of the crowd.

The crowd was comprised of the drunken and drugged, the kind of men who watched backyard cockfights and thought they were high rollers.

Harold pushed through the crowd, and it began to turn surly. His partner was calling for back up, but Harold wasn’t one to wait.

“White piggy,” somebody had called, and the crowd had laughed.

Reaching the center of the commotion, Harold saw that the woman was covered with blood. Welts striped her face and upper body. Her lip was split and blood poured down her chin and the front of her dress.

Funny. He always remembered the dress as a yellow, flower pattern. He always thought about that dress when he was thinking about that day.

“Put the belt down, mister.”

The man laughed. He was big and muscular and must have outweighed the woman by a hundred pounds. He had a white grin in the middle of his black face, and his eyes sparkled.

Harold held a palm towards the man. The other hand held his baton behind his thigh. He didn’t want to use it, he just wanted a quick end to the scene. He had to get some help for the girl—she wasn’t going to be pretty anymore, not after this beating—and do his paperwork and—

The man with the belt snapped it at him. It was thick and heavy and the man was strong. It hit Harold in the forehead, knocked his hat off and left a well-defined welt.

Harold didn’t know how it happened, but he was on the man. He had him in a ju-jitsu armlock, and the man’s face was in the dirt.

“Hey!” yelled the man. He had dropped the belt and it disappeared into the crowd like a snake into the jungle.

“Hey! Let that bro go!”

“Police brutality!”

“You motherfucking pig!”

Harold heard the voices. Harold knew he was about to be jumped; he knew he was about to be beaten within an inch of his life. His position was untenable, so he let go of the man and stood up.

“You cocksucker!”

“Kill that son of a bitch!”

Individual voices cut through the ominous murmur of the crowd; they sounded unreal, separate. Harold picked up his baton.

“You white cocksucker! I should kick your white ass!”

The black man who had just been victim to Harold’s ju-jitsu stood up and brushed himself off. Members of the crowd were sympathetic, and everybody was glowering dangerously at Harold.

Harold swung his baton in a perfect arc. Bits of teeth and drops of blood exploded from the man’s face, and the man fell backwards like a toppling tree.

Harold didn’t say anything. He just turned around, picked out a face in the crowd, stared at it, and took a step.

When the first face receded in panic, Harold picked out another one, and another one.

Overcome by Harold’s display of sheer, raw violence, and his intent to do more, the crowd began to radiate away from Harold.

“He’s crazy!”

“Jesus!”

“You see that?”

The crowd had had it’s teeth pulled. Nobody wanted to step into Harold Simms’ line of sight. Nobody wanted to mess with somebody as mean and willing as Harold.

When back up arrived, Harold and his partner were alone on the street with the broken grin man. The belt was gone. The woman who had been being beaten was gone. It was all over.

Almost over.

Harold’s crowd dispersal techniques had been videotaped by a woman on the second floor of a nearby building.

Miraculously, the film was never sold to ‘Cops,’ ‘World’s Wildest Police Riots,’ or even ‘America’s Dumbest Criminals.’ If it had, Harold would have been more famous than Rodney King. He would have been rich, and, the downside, he would have been in prison. All for one, perfect home run.

The end result, however, was that Harold was reprimanded and taken off the street. He spent a couple of years driving a desk, and when he finally was allowed back on the street he found himself driving a motorcycle on the highways of LA, giving tickets and feeling very bitter. And all he had done was lever a little force to save his ass and forestall a riot.

Now, after The Bomb, mulling over that source of bitterness, thinking about what it meant to be a cop, thinking about the difference between thinking clearly and feeling rage, Harold found himself unable to easily discern the difference. Somehow he knew he was in the dusk of honorable behavior, caught between the right thing and the wrong thing, and not really knowing how to stay in the right, how to—

“Sir?”

Harold turned away from his memories and defeats. A single man stood before him. In the darkness a glint of light shone on glasses that were too thick. In the light of the campfires he could see the outline of ears that were too big. For some reason, Harold chuckled. Whoever this guy was, he had the profile of a cartoon character.

“I was told you were in charge?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m Bill Zinther.”

“Yeah?”

“I thought, like, maybe I could be of help? I’m a writer, live in Topanga Canyon. Bunch of us writers live there, but I’m the only one that didn’t change into a bug. There’s a bunch of other folks, not writers, waiting up the trail. They know you’re coming, I knew you were coming, but I didn’t want to wait. ‘Wait not, want not,’ I always say.” He gave a snuffling, snorting kind of laugh, sort of like a pig with sinus problems.

Harold blinked.

“Anyway, I was a writer. Wrote screenplays, wrote ads, wrote travel articles, wrote a couple of books, but books are weird. Any writer that writes books is weird. You know what I mean?”

Harold shook his head. This loony was just rambling on and it made no sense at all.

“Computers don’t work anymore. I had a Mac, but it just sits there and stares at me like it was a PC. So I’ll just write in a spiral notebook, if that’s all right with you. Anyway, I spent a lot of time walking around Topanga Canyon, not that you’d recognize it now, but I’ve got some—”

“Wait a minute!” Harold’s good humor, what little there was of it, was evaporating in direct proportion to the amount of blather that Bill Zinther was putting out. “What the blazes are you blabbering about?”

“I thought you understood,” Zinther’s head bobbed in a quizzical way. “That’s what I’m talking about. You need to know my resume before you engage me.”

“Before I what?” If any of The Blessed People had heard that tone of voice that would have been distant in an instant.

“Engage me to write your biography.” He spoke as if amazed that Harold didn’t understand. “I need to write your biography and you need to know that I am a serious writer. I’ll have to use pencil and notebook for now, but I’m sure that—”

Harold growled.

Zinther sensed that the interview had gone off track. “Have I said something wrong?”

In the darkness the frail writer tilted his head.

“We’re marching fifty miles through buttdrop and bugshit and you want to bother me with some crap about a biography?”

“Don’t you understand? It’s going to make a great read! Heck, it’ll make a great movie. The camera opens on LA before the bomb. We can build old LA in a set—you’d be amazed at what we can do with miniatures and computers and old pictures—anyway, we pan across the city, splicing it with pictures of you doing the cop thing. Maybe we do a car chase or a bank robbery or something, and you foil it with snappy dialogue, ‘Make my day,’ kinds of zingers. Then, when the bomb goes off, you realize that the bank robbers are turning into bugs and—”

Harold wrapped his fingers in Bill Zinthers shirt front. He lifted, and the little man’s feet dangled a full foot off the ground. Harold turned, and it was obvious that he was going to throw the little man off the hillside. He figured that with one good toss and a little rolling luck the idiot in his grip could reach Sunset and be devoured by bugs.

“Maps.”

Harold stopped.

“What?”

“Maps. In the event that you weren’t amenable to the idea of somebody writing your biography I brought some maps. I used to write articles for travel magazines, did I tell you that? I have a great collection of maps. I brought some with me. Some of them are with the folks waiting up the trail for you. But I brought the maps of the Malibu area with me. Do you need maps?”

Slowly, Harold Simms lowered Bill Zinther to the ground.

Zinther smoothed his wrinkled shirt front and said, “I’m going to need to stick close to you. I’m going to need the most intimate details of your life. I want to make this the definitive history of the war with bugs. My plan is to....”

Harold walked back towards the camp, Bill Zinther blathering at his elbow.

“I need to know about your high school experiences, how you did at the police academy, and....”

* * * * *
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The next day the people began marching over the Will Roger’s trail. Below the park, the bugs crawled towards the ocean on Sunset. Watching the bugs, the people wondered what they were up to. Where were the big bugs heading?

The bugs, for their part, didn’t even tilt their flat heads to look up at the watching humans.

The rain fell that day, but not as heavy as the day before, and there were occasional periods of no rain, though there was no sign of the sun.

It was fifty miles to Oxnard, and the road was a soggy mess. Mud had poured down from the hillsides, and the vegetation had been burned or washed away by mudslide. The fire trail had turned into nothing more than a cow path, and it became a wearying, constant struggle.

Shoes were lost in the sucking mud. People pulled their bare feet through the gloopy mess. People fell, and picked themselves up and continued on. Grunts and swear words became commonplace. Tears became the norm.

Less than an hour after commencing the trek, the group encountered the first refugees from the coast. Thus far, the refugees had come from Brentwood, Beverly Hills, and various places throughout the richer communities of LA. These refugees, however, were from Malibu, Topanga Canyon, and the like.

“Hey!” yelled Bill Zinther. “I told you we’d get here!” He ran forward and shook hands with several of the refugees. Harold and Beezy walked imperiously past Zinther. Harold, truth be known, was tired of the little twerp.

Behind Harold, the group of refugees fell in with the larger group.

The Blessed People, marching guard, had settled on a Robin Hoodish/Elf look. They wore green clothes and carried bows and arrows. It was also getting harder and harder to discern the sex of a Blessed Person. They might be male, and they might be female, and they might be some weird unisex.

“Harold! Harold! I have some maps!” Zinther ran through the mud in an effort to catch up to where Harold and Beezy strode so elegantly. He had rolls of paper under one arm.

“Damn,” muttered Harold. He turned to Beezy, “Keep that idiot away from me, will you?”

Beezy nodded, her golden hair shone with the reflection of the sun, even though there was no sun in the sky.

“Anything special you’d like me to tell him?”

Harold just muttered and strode faster, leaving Beezy to the rapidly approaching Zinther.

“I’ll look at your maps, Bill.”

“But I thought Harold wanted to see them?” He was obviously disappointed.

“Harold is awfully busy right now. What did you want to tell him?”

For a long second Zinther gazed after the sharply creased figure of Harold, then he turned to Beezy. “I knew you were going to come along the Will Rogers Trail. I knew, so I told the people to wait with my maps. I know the bugs are going north, too. I figured Harold would need a plan to avoid the bugs, so I....”

As Zinther talked, thoughts flashed through Beezy’s mind. She knew Harold wanted to fight bugs. She knew he would organize an army—he already had all the men training in arms even as they marched—and mount an assault. Lots of people would die. She didn’t want that. Maybe this little man and his maps could afford some way to avoid a battle.

“How did you know?” she interrupted the chinwagging Zinther.

“What?” Zinther looked at her in surprise.

“How did you know we were coming up the Will Roger’s Trail?”

“Oh, that.” Writers know things. They’re much smarter than other people; they have one mental foot in the pool of human consciousness. When the bomb went off all sorts of things in the data bank of race consciousness became available. I guess the access lines just weren’t as clogged, or something. Anyway, when the bugs started going up the Coast Highway, I just knew that people from LA were going to be coming up from Will Rogers. The bugs’ll be gathering up ahead of us, and the maps I brought should let us plan how to get around them. I figure if we take a turn at...let me get a map out.” He pulled a map out from under his arm, removed it from it’s plastic wrap—the rain had temporarily stopped—and uncoiled it for Beezy. “If we go this route, we can avoid the bugs. If they’re all walking up the Coast Highway they’ll gather here, so I thought....”

Beezy tried to understand the ramifications of what Zinther was saying, and she was succeeding. It looked like the little geek really had a plan. Funny, before the bomb she could never read a road map. She was always getting lost, but now...now it made sense what he was saying, and maybe that bit about getting more access to knowledge had something to it.

Or, maybe, Harold striding further and further ahead, the blonde daze that had been built around her was evaporating. Whatever, Beezy examined the map and listened to Bill Zinther, and she was barely aware of the whisper of voices in her cranium.

Mother of Nations...Mother of Nations...Mother of Nations....

The Harold Simms group crossed Topanga Canyon Road mid-morning of the next day. By then the Michael/Wilby group was all but decimated, though nobody knew of the tragedy above Glendale, or even that the Michael/Wilby group existed.

“What’s the hold up?” yelled Harold. He had been at the rear of the group, and he strode forward, going through the cringing people like a state trooper making arrests at a pot party.

The air was filled with apologies as people back away to make a path for him.

Where the fire trail crossed Topanga Canyon Road, a couple of hundred people stood around, drank coffee out of thermoses and chatted like the end of the world hadn’t already happened.

“What’s the matter with you people?!” screamed Harold.

They scattered as he charged into their midst. Deprived of their expensive, Malibu homes, they had assumed everything was a temporary inconvenience until State Farm came along with a check.

Even when the bugs had come along they had just climbed out of the way, made their way up the road to where (they sensed) help was coming. They were ripe for a massive adjustment to their reality.

“We...we were waiting for you,” offered a fellow wearing a fashionable, see through raincoat over name jeans and a silk tee shirt.

“Where’s your goddamn sleeping bags? Tents? Blankets? Clothes? Food? Even some goddamn matches?”

Harold knocked the fellow aside.

“But there’s bugs! We didn’t have time...we weren’t able....” protests filled the air, but the Ultimate Leader was not impressed.

“So you’re out for a Sunday walk, and you don’t care that we don’t have enough for ourselves, you’re just going to tag along and take from us without giving one damn thing back, and....”

Harold spewed and spat at the refugees, who suddenly realized that the bugs on the freeway were not just another screenplay to be optioned. Heck, the big, tall cop in the well pressed uniform could be just as much of a threat as the bugs, truth be told.

Above Harold, standing on a rock next to the trail, Bill Zinther scribbled gleefully in his notebook. Around him, an endless line of people crossed the road. They had learned to keep their heads down during the tirades of Harold Simms; they had learned not to bring attention to themselves.

“You, you and you, head down the road and find out what the bugs are up to. You twenty over there, go with them and ransack any houses you find. Get food, blankets, clothes, shoes, anything else you can carry or tie to your bodies. The rest of you get up there and help the others. We’re moving out now. COME ON! MOVE IT! MOVE IT! MOVE IT!”

The super yuppie society from the rich beach regions suddenly found themselves in more motion than they knew was possible. None of them was willing to find out what reward Harold Simms had as a cure for slow motion, and shortly the highway was empty except for the line of refugees staggering across the highway on the Will Roger’s Trail.

* * * * * 
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As they progressed through the Santa Monica Mountains, more and more people appeared. These people hiked up the muddy cliffs near the ocean and made their way across the fire ravaged, mud slick terrain. There were people who lived in Malibu and managed not to be eaten when the students at Pepperdine University had bugged out. There were people who lived in solitude in the various canyons and back roads above the beach communities, and who managed to avoid the dope smoking hippie relics from the sixties, all who had bugged out.

And there were others, and the most interesting thing was that a surprisingly high percentage of people had known that somebody was leading a group of people north, to the Golden Gate Bridge.

There was no doubt that Harold Simms was in charge of the growing throng. He was in charge, and he showed no mercy. He kicked children, he kicked mothers, he kicked grown men who had the audacity to  say anything other than, ‘Yes, sir. Right now, sir. Right away, sir.’

Under Harold’s efforts a military attitude began to manifest. Large, healthy men were shown how to march in order. Guns were collected and passed out to the men (though one could not always be sure how they would work in this growing New Reality), and as they marched they were drilled.

“Shoulder arms! Right turn! Double time! Not that way, you stupid ass!” Harold took direct control over these men. They were going to be his spearhead. He could already see Ventura in his mind. He could see the bugs, and his army fighting their way through them to glorious victory!

“Left! Right! Left! Hold that rifle up over there!”

They marched.

* * * * *
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Two days later the army of Harold Simms straggled onto highway 23. The people, except for Harold’s handpicked bully boys (who, in truth, were starting to act more and more like storm troopers every day) were a filthy rabble. They resembled skeletons as much as anything else, with loose skin hanging off of frames that had been portly before The Bomb.

Most of the people had only the vaguest idea that they were in an army. Most just held or led children and staggered through the mud and the wind and the rain. Most just blinked and looked quizzical when rumors of how Harold was going to kick some royal bug butt made their insidious way through the group. Most were too tired and too beat to give a fuck about anything except pulling their feet out of the mud and slogging another step down the muddy road.

“Make camp on the road,” commanded Harold. “Get the tents up and start some cook fires. Queers, I want scouts up and down the road! I want—”

“Uh, sir?”

Harold looked down at Wil/Wilma. It was very short and slender, almost a midget compared to some of Harold’s storm troopers. 

“What?”

“I’ve been talking to Bill Zinther. I looked at his maps, and I think we should talk about your plans.”

“I don’t have to talk about my goddamn plans to anyone, especially a queer sucker like you!”

Bill Zinther stood and scribbled as Harold leaned over the straight-backed, Elfish figure and read the riot act. Wil/Wilma, in spite of being dwarfed, didn’t step back an inch.

Approaching Harold and Wil/Wilma, Beezy frowned. Something was happening with Harold. She could feel it. She straightened up and brushed a wisp of perfect hair into place. She didn’t like it when people attacked Harold’s Reality. When they did that it was almost like they were attacking her!

Her red dress shedding water, her dry hair glowing with golden perfection, she stopped next to Bill Zinther.

“What’s going on?” she asked the writer.

Behind Harold were several of the tall, young men Harold had been spending so much time with. They all held rifles and stared at Wil/Wilma with that tight expression that Harold favored and inspired. Backing Wil/Wilma were a number of The Blessed People.

Zinther didn’t say anything, just kept looking from one group to the other. Beezy leaned forward and listened carefully.

“...it’s nothing but open fields between the mountains and Port Hueneme. The bugs are gathering and—”

“You say they’re gathering? Nonsense! Bugs don’t have any intelligence.”

“They’ve been traveling up the Pacific Coast Highway, and there are people who have joined us who say that they’re going up the 101, too!”

“What do a bunch of rag tag people know? I tell you we’re going to Hueneme! And even if the bugs are there we can drive them into the ocean!”

“With what? Exhausted women and children? We’ve had no food! We don’t have enough weapons and...”

“That’s because you’re all a bunch of lazy slackers!”

Wil/Wilma ignored the interruption and continued speaking its mind. “...the few firearms we have aren’t enough. There’s going to be a million bugs in Ventura County! Do we have a million bullets? Let alone guns?”

Harold stroked the handle of his Magic Pistol and his eyes were angry slits.

“Ventura County is suicide!”

“And you think you’ve got a better plan?”

“Yes. We can—”

“SHUT UP!” screamed Harold. The silence after his thunderous roar was complete. After a moment, in which there was no doubt that Harold was about to put his pistol to work, Harold continued, less loud, but no less abrasive.

“I don’t like talking to you butt pluggers much, and I certainly don’t feel like standing around and arguing over my orders! We march on Port Hueneme, and if there’s bugs there we’ll—”

“But—”

Harold drew his Magic Pistol in one smooth motion and brought it down on Wil/Wilma’s head with a thunk. Everybody jumped back and Harold aimed the pistol down at Wil/Wilma’s head. The dazed look in Wil/Wilma’s eyes showed that it didn’t really understand that its life was about to be ended. 

“No.”

Harold stopped and looked at Beezy in surprise. Over the heads of the cowering Blessed People, their eyes met. Harold’s eyes were filled with sudden confusion. Beezy didn’t know what was in hers, but she could hear that Mother of Nations phrase again.

Slowly, as if something had just happened that had made him unsure of himself, Harold uncocked the Gun and holstered it. When he spoke, however, there was no uncertainty.

“We leave at dawn,” and he turned and stomped off. Bill Zinther, pad and pen in hand, followed happily after.

The Blessed People gathered around the fallen Wil/Wilma and helped it to its feet. As Wil/Wilma was recovering from the pistol whipping, Beezy came to it’s side.

“Thank you, Mother of Nations.”

“Are you all right?” Beezy lifted the thatch of hair over the bleeding area and examined the wound. Does somebody have some peroxide? Or alcohol? We should clean this.” After a moment a small silver flask made it’s appearance.

“He’s wrong, you know.”

“Beezy frowned as she worked over the wound.

“You can tell him. You can convince him.”

For a long moment Beezy occupied herself with cleaning the wound. At last she spoke.

“I’ve been thinking. Harold and I are going to have a lot of children. We have to plan for the future. Especially if I am going to be...” again the frown, “...Mother of Nations.”

Wil/Wilma closed its eyes and sighed gently, then it opened its eyes. In the mask of mud its eyes were curiously opaque and unreadable.

“That’s a wonderful dream, Beezy. Do you know what it takes to make a dream work?”

Beezy stopped dabbing at the cut over it’s forehead for a moment and looked down at Wil/Wilma. 

“It takes strength,” said The Blessed Person. “Do you know what I used to do in Hollywood?”

Beezy shook her head.

“I used to be an agent. People would come to me and beg me to get them work. They all wanted to be stars, you know. After a while I got to know which were going to make it and which weren’t. You know how I could tell? I looked in their eyes. I looked, and I could tell whether the person was willing to work hard, or whether they would quit short. It was strength I was looking for. I could see it in the eyes if that person had enough strength to make a dream work. That’s all it takes, Beezy, strength.”

Beezy pursed her lips and put a small rag over the wound. “Hold that in place until the bleeding stops.”

Wil/Wilma nodded.

“Harold will save us. You told me that. I believe it.”

“And he will.”

Beezy finally gave a curt nod and walked up the road. For a long moment Wil/Wilma stared after the regal figure giving succor to those who needed it. “But there are many ways of saving,” it said gently, then, “Mother of Nations.”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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When a man breaks

The next day began much the same as the day before. People pulled themselves out from under blankets, tightened their belts another notch, picked up what they could carry, and began walking along the fire trail.

This day was different, however, because they left the Will Roger’s Trail and walked up highway 32. For a while they walked on pavement, and the endless foot sucking torture of walking in mud was ended. The people began to gain in speed, and this speed gave a kind of burst of strength. Then, suddenly, they were cresting the highway and starting down the other side. Now there was not only no mud, it was downhill. Aching muscles, trembling and exhausted from the continuous marching through mud, began to relax. People began to breath more easily, to look around, and even have the strength to sob quietly as they realized that they were alive for another day.

Spread out below them, under the grey skies, solitary homes could still be seen standing amongst the skeletons of those that had burned. There were no lights, and no sign of movement, but the sight of solitary standing houses reminded people of what they had lost, and now the sobbing was not so quiet. The group turned left on Portrero Rd. Parents held their children’s hands. A fellow at the turn cried over a dead dog laying on the side of the road. They walked over an endless patina of ash. 

The
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