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			A Man and a Satyr met in the woods, and became friends.

			One cold winter’s day, as they talked, the Man put his fingers to his mouth and blew on them. When the Satyr asked the reason for this, the man explained he did it to warm his hands because they were so cold. 

			Later on in the day they sat down to eat, and the Man discovered that the food was quite scalding. The Man raised one of the dishes a little towards his mouth and blew onto it. 

			When the Satyr again inquired the reason, the Man replied he did it to cool the meat, which was too hot. 

			“I can no longer consider you as a friend,” said the Satyr, “a fellow who with the same breath blows both hot and cold.”

			Aesop’s Fables

		

	
		
			 

			 

			INTRODUCTION TO 
THE ISAAK COLLECTION

			My husband, David Isaak, and I first met in January of 1969, in ninth grade world history class. When I saw him walk into class, I immediately decided we needed to be the best of friends. He had similar feelings. Our first date was to an Iron Butterfly concert in February of that same year.

			David and I were together for over fifty years, ever since that first concert, and I thought we’d have lots more time together. That was not to be. He was only sixty-seven when he died—he turned sixty-seven laying in a hospital bed after a massive stroke. He died three weeks later, and did not come home to me. However, he left behind a treasure: five glorious novels. I won’t judge you if you feel like I may be biased. I am. His novels are great, though. Here is what fellow author and creative writing professor, Raymond Obstfeld, says about David’s writing:

			“In my over 40 years of teaching creative writing, I’ve had the pleasure of witnessing many writers flourish, whether as amazing artists or successful authors, or both. David Isaak was that rare writer who was both. He wrote with wit and charm that entertained, but he also gave us sophisticated insights worthy of our best writers. I envy the readers who are about to experience David’s writing for the first time because they are entering David’s world, a world that is filled with compelling characters, poetic style, laugh-aloud humor, and a way of looking at the world like no other. Congratulations. Reading is about to get a lot more fun.”

			—Raymond Obstfeld, co-author of Becoming Kareem: Growing Up On and Off the Court

			My mission in life now is to ensure that this literary treasure is David’s legacy. We did not have children, but David encapsulated some of his fine mind in the form of these thought-provoking, amusing, diverse, passionate stories.

			These five books form The Isaak Collection. In addition to the magical realism of Earthly Vessels (with the forces of light and dark battling on Earth), the collection includes: Tomorrowville (dystopian science fiction), A Map of the Edge (a coming-of-age story with some dark elements), Things Unseen (a murder mystery with metaphysical underpinnings), and Smite the Waters (a political thriller with a twist).

			Here, in David’s writing, you can hear the voice of a man who is now silent, but whose words will live on—reaching across time. Words that speak loudly of David’s passions, of his sense of social justice, and of his appreciation for other humans and the complex relationships we have with one another. Please join him—and me—as he continues his journey.

			Thank you.

			 

			 

			David’s wife, Pamela Blake

			Huntington Beach, CA

			July 2022
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			East Coast People Are Weird

			The guardians of the traditional religions might not admit it, but the key to the meaning of life, to the Mysterium Tremendum, is real estate. Location, location, location. Everything that exists has to have somewhere to be. Even space takes up space.

			Yet any realtor can tell you that the value of real estate changes with time. In 2031 BC, for example, the most coveted property on Earth was the huge flint mine in Britain, the mounds and tunnels now known as Grimes Graves. Jump forward to 1348 AD, and the most jealously guarded holding on the planet was the island of Murano in Venice, home to the fabled Venetian glass industry.

			A little time changes everything. By 1969, despite the fact the farmland had been covered by concrete and the oyster beds ruined by pollution, despite the lack of any deposits of valuable minerals, despite the absence of any strategic industries, despite the distinct proximity of New Jersey, the most prized piece of land anywhere on Earth was the island of Manhattan.

			A puzzle, but not one that concerned most people. Nor did they much care it was 1969. “The Sixties” was a misnomer: the period where America came unglued, when anything seemed possible, when bones bent and walls flexed, began with the release of Sgt. Pepper’s in 1967, and ended with Nixon’s resignation in 1973.

			Hendrix, Morrison, and Joplin were still alive and going strong. The Beatles’ album Abbey Road swamped the airwaves, individual tracks taking all the top slots. Despite the scorn of the critics, all over America people in highly altered states lined up to see 2001: A Space Odyssey. When Armstrong walked on the Moon, the main reaction was, Hey, what took so long?
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			1969 wasn’t the end of the sixties. It was the crest of the wave.

			If 1969 had been awarded a coat of arms, Crystal Keeling would have been engraved upon it. Glossy straight black hair and radiant skin: at the end of a decade of perms, flips, bangs, and Dippity-Doo, she was a vigorous seedling pushing her way through a crack in the concrete to stand upright in the sun, glowing with natural health. Her only concession to makeup was a daily touch of Slicker gloss, leaving her lips wet as though she’d just taken the first bite of the forbidden fruit.

			With her friend Sheila, she’d hitched from San Diego to the Big Apple by way of New Orleans: a six-month-long detour where they’d lived in a garage with three musicians as the trio groped toward the jazz-rock blend that would become Fusion.

			Sheila’s friend Skazz had promised them a place to stay in the Village, but by the time they finally arrived in New York he was in the process of getting evicted. They spent a couple of nights in sleeping bags on his floor—he’d already sold his furniture—and then Sheila and Skazz piled into his van to head for a commune in Vermont. Crystal was invited along, of course; but she decided to hang around the big city for a while.

			Spring had just touched the Village, but you could smell Washington Square Park for a mile in any direction, the blend of pot and patchouli overwhelming even the leaded-gasoline fumes of the Yellow Cabs. With her good looks and California Love Child attitude, Crystal was welcome in every cluster of guitar-players, pot-puffers, or wide-eyed acidheads; she’d been passed so many bomber joints of low-potency Iowa ditchweed that her throat was getting raw before noon.

			She bought a hot chocolate from a street vendor and sat down on a bench, trying to sense the rays of the struggling Manhattan Sun. The flap pocket of her pack held a secondhand paperback copy of Cat’s Cradle. She opened it to the latest dog-ear and tried to get back into it.

			“So you believe in Sexual Liberation?” a voice asked.

			She looked up. The speaker was a middle-aged man, portly, wearing clothes that suggested the aliens had landed at last: a wide-lapeled three-piece suit in light blue, with a paisley Apache tie.

			Things sure were different Back East.

			She smiled. “Sure.”

			“Well, howabout sharing some of it with me?” He flushed as he said it, and then added, “There’s fifty bucks for you in it.”

			Crystal shook her head. It was insulting, sure, but the desperation in his eyes ran so deep that, for a brief moment, she considered going somewhere with him and giving him a decent charity fuck.

			At least until he said, “A hundred, then.”

			She stood up and slung her backpack over one shoulder. “Man,” she asked, “what is your trip, anyway?”

			Crystal stalked away, and found a place on the steps by the Arch where she could lean against her backpack and read. She was pondering the pronouncements of the Books of Bokonon when she realized that her butt was freezing off against the cold concrete.

			Her eyes sought the Sun with an accusative squint. She’d read that the Aztecs had torn out the hearts of hundreds of sacrificial victims each year when the Sun was at its weakest, using the blood to feed the Sun, to encourage it to bloom again.

			Hell, that was in Mexico City, not far from the tropics.

			Good thing the Aztecs didn’t live in New York. They would’ve needed millions of sacrificial victims each winter solstice, an assembly-line of heart-gougers, a regular Detroit of cardiac surgeons.

			A handful of antiwar protestors marched through chanting, “Ho, Ho, Ho Chi Minh,” the ones in front carrying a banner that she couldn’t read. Around the park fists rose in solidarity, and there were whistles and hoots of support.

			“A granfaloon, I fear,” a male voice behind her said.

			She turned to look up at the speaker. It was impossible to tell his age—he might have been thirty, he might have been fifty. His black hair was slicked down; his dark beard was trimmed in a neat goatee. Despite the hint of a Midwest twang, Crystal thought there was something European about him.

			He sat down beside her and gestured at her paperback with an elegant hand. “I couldn’t help noticing…” A heavy lace cuff dangled from the sleeve of his Victorian jacket.

			“You’re right,” she said. “I was just reading about it. They’re a granfaloon—even if I’m on their side.” She chewed her lip for a moment. “But, I guess all organizations are granfaloons, aren’t they?”

			He gave a sardonic smile. “No, though one might be forgiven for thinking so. No, for those who can see a little deeper than the common run of man, the real connections become clear. And you, my dear…” He interlaced his fingers with hers and sat her hand down in his lap, patting it with his free hand. “You, my dear, just might be part of something very real indeed.”
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			That was how Crystal came to Anton Reginald LaMarr and The Children of Pan.

			The Children lived together in a soaring townhouse off Abingdon Square. And, although most of them dwelt four or even five to a room, Anton gave Crystal—a Guest, rather than a Child—a room of her own, high up against the gabled roof.

			Crystal was never initiated into The Children, and her understanding of their theology remained fuzzy. What she understood was that, like her, they were launched on a spiritual quest, and that they shunned traditional, husband-wife, ownership relations. There seemed to be a deep undercurrent of nature worship in their ceremonies, and Crystal wondered at this; New York City seemed a strange venue for a nature cult.

			For their part, The Children treated her sweetly, with an attitude that verged on deference. They understood she too was a seeker, and though their code forbade drugs, they didn’t judge her; when she came home from parties with her pupils wide, smelling of pot and wine, they merely smiled. The strangest feature of life with The Children was that no one, neither male nor female, approached her sexually; and when she made overtures toward a few of them, they retreated like dogs shying from being petted.

			She tried to help in the kitchen, but someone always eased her out, taking over whatever chore she attempted. She offered to clean up around the house, or even get a job and chip in some rent, but she gradually came to understand that her help wasn’t wanted. So she read—Cat’s Cradle (wonderful), The Glass Bead Game (curious), The Harrad Experiment (laughable)—partied at other Village houses, and deepened her meditation practice.

			When Anton finally asked if she’d be willing to play a lead role in The Children’s fertility rites, she felt she owed them something; and when she discovered it involved no more than a little friendly semipublic sex, she was happy to oblige. As the old world crumbled around her, Crystal was clear on the trends: By the year 2000, men and women would be equal in every way, race would matter no more than eye color, and sex would be something that happened all the time between friends.

			Sort of like a decent back rub.
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			“I agreed I’d ball him, not that I’d shed all my fur,” she said as they shaved her legs. The attention was fun: she’d been massaged, bathed, wrapped in hot towels, cleaned, and polished down to the tiniest crevice. But she had no desire to lose her leg hair—never plentiful, in any case—or the meager bushes under her arms. “It itches when it starts growing back…”

			The three female Children attending her laughed like—well, children…and went right on trimming, soaping, and shaving. By the time they started on her pubic hair, the sensation had become intriguing. What the hell: sure, she’d spend a week scratching, but in the meantime why not enjoy it for what it was worth?

			By the time they were done she was hairless from the neck down, and the very molecules of the air were tiny Ben-Wa balls, dinging against her skin. Talk about naked…

			“Far out,” Crystal said.

			When they started painting symbols atop her chakras, it began to seem ludicrous. Crystal had done body painting before—had even made love with a San Diego artist whose canvases were nothing more than the trysting sheets where he and his lover of the moment writhed, coated in poster paints. But The Children were so damn serious about the whole thing…and the sigil they inscribed around her belly button tickled.

			As for the indigo sickle of Saturn on her perineum—well, come on.
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			The Children’s communal dining room—undoubtedly a ballroom in the heyday of the townhouse—had been cleared of furniture. The walls were festooned with fresh-cut pine boughs that wafted their resinous scent through the room, and a pentagonal platform eight feet across had been erected at the end of the hall, opposite the great double doors.

			By the time two strong Children carried Crystal into the room, their arms crossed beneath her buttocks to form a chair, the room was lit by the flames of a half-dozen oil lamps suspended from the stamped-tin ceiling by long chains. To either side of the impromptu aisleway, The Children stood—a greater crowd than lived in the house, a hundred or more. Their shapes were wreathed in muslin shrouds, men and women indistinguishable in the shadows.

			An insistent drumming started somewhere. Crystal’s bearers carried her to the platform, turned to face the crowd, and then lifted her, standing her upright to look out across them.

			In the next moment, they whisked away her robe.

			Her first sensation was the cold of air on her naked, shaved body.

			The next was one of heat, as she felt hundreds of eyes upon her.

			Kind of a turn-on, really.

			The drums stopped. Then, like a wave passing across the crowd, the onlookers peeled back their muslin shrouds. A hundred bodies stood there, naked to the waist—black or white, breasted or hairy, every chest rising and falling with arousal.

			Maybe these Children know how to party after all, Crystal thought. And then the crowd sprouted a forest of a hundred upraised arms, each fist clutching a short whip, and in unison The Children lashed them down upon their own backs, a soft hiss ending in an ugly, reverberating smack.

			Way too weird. Crystal stood and watched the self-flagellation as the flails rose and fell, rose and fell, and she found herself counting in sick fascination.

			Thirty-two. Thirty-two, or maybe thirty-three.

			A palate-tickling smell of blood fingered its way through the room.

			Then the drums started up again, and there was a sigh of anticipation as the Hornéd One entered through the double doors and strode down the hall.

			Halfway to the altar he threw aside his robes and lifted his arms high into the air, and the crowd roared approval.

			The maneuver reminded Crystal of pro wrestling on TV, but she knew what was expected. She lowered herself to the top of the altar and lay on her back, waiting.

			The goat-head mask loomed over her as the god clambered onto the altar.

			The audience quieted as he positioned himself atop her.

			Without pause, he thrust himself easily into Crystal’s waiting body.

			When she responded with a yummy sound, it seemed to disconcert the Hornéd One, who’d perhaps expected more amazement from her.

			She was sorry to disappoint; but if he’d wanted her to be less prepared, he should have jumped her about three hours before. And maybe skipped all the massages, and the whole shaving scene.

			Whatever the Hornéd One was thinking, he decided to make the best of it, and, supporting himself on his arms, he drew back and thrust deep once more. Crystal hummed, lifted her legs wider, and, as he drew back, reached around to grab onto his buttocks to pull him down harder.

			The goat-headed man survived this treatment for a half-dozen thrusts before he groaned and pumped his sperm deep inside her, making a dying sound with each spasm.

			The crowd roared its approval.

			Crystal had learned to be philosophical about premature ejaculation; there must have been a dozen over the years who hadn’t even gotten all the way in before they came. It was easy enough to get them up again, usually…though she hadn’t tried it in front of an audience.

			She was wondering what to do next when the Hornéd One slid out of her with a grunt. Strong hands seized her, and four men hoisted her up to shoulder level and carried her away from the platform.

			For a moment this was both scary and exciting—she didn’t know what they had planned, and in her state of mind, she might have gone along with just about anything…

			But they just carried her back to her room and left her there.

			Hours of preparation, and then no orgy?
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			For a moment, she thought about just doing herself and then going to sleep; but the more she thought about it, the more pissed off she became.

			Popping off prematurely: hey, it could happen to anybody.

			Popping off prematurely and not giving a shit: bad manners.

			Popping off prematurely and having her carted off to her bed when it happened in front of a roomful of aroused people, male and female, any number of whom would probably have been happy to leap into the breach: now that was just plain fucking selfish.

			Talk about feeling used.

			Come to think of it, she wasn’t sure she’d had anybody bang her in a decent, considerate, hot, nasty way since she’d crossed the Mississippi.

			She paused, trying to figure out which side of the Mississippi New Orleans sat on. She shrugged, rooted through the wad of clothes in her backpack, and pulled on an Indian print top and a pair of elephant bellbottoms. She hoisted the backpack over one shoulder and pushed open the door.

			One of The Children, the guy called Will, stood outside.

			“I’m sorry, Mother,” he said, “but I can’t allow you to leave.”

			“Mother?” she said.

			“You will be the Mother to the god; and then, you will be Mother to us all.”

			“I’m not going to be ‘Mother’ to anyone,” she said.

			He shook his head, smiling. “The seed entered you tonight. Didn’t you feel it?”

			“I didn’t feel much, actually. But maybe I stopped paying attention for the, oh, ten seconds or so that it took.”

			He refused to acknowledge her tone. “I am honored to be the one sent to watch over you, as you grow heavy with his seed.”

			Crystal dropped her backpack to the floor. “Are you saying I can’t leave?”

			“Not until the Promised One comes, Mother. I am here to serve you. But I cannot let you leave.”

			She leaned close. “Listen. I’m not pregnant, if that’s what you think you mean. I’m on the fucking Pill. So there’s no way that I got knocked up tonight by Mister Speedster. No way.”

			Will tilted his head back, smiling beatifically. “Still. It has happened. Nothing anyone does now can interfere with it.”

			“Nothing can interfere with it?”

			Will shook his head, a wide, happy grin on his face.

			“And, other than letting me go, you’re here to serve me?”

			He nodded, still smiling.

			Crystal reached out and grabbed him by his collar. “Then I’m sure you won’t mind,” she whispered, “coming in here and fucking me until my nose bleeds.”
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			In point of fact, her nose never bled. And, in point of fact, on his first pass, he didn’t manage to stay with her any longer than the Hornéd One.

			The second time around, he stayed with her long enough that she started to have some fun.

			The third time took forever—long enough that Crystal started to worry that Will’s shift might end, and he’d be replaced.

			They worked through a good third of the extended version of the Kama Sutra before he gave out, but Striking With the Flat of Hand While Sitting on Hams did him in.

			He snored as she dressed. She had just lifted her backpack by one strap when he spoke.

			“Crystal?”

			“Yeah, Will?”

			There was a long pause, as if he’d fallen completely asleep again; and then he said, “I love you…”

			“I love you too, Will,” she whispered.

			She stepped into the hallway and, with all the stealth she could muster, raised the window in front of the fire escape.

			When her feet hit the bottom flight, where the last stairs of the escape needed to swing downward to allow egress, there was a horrendous screeching of iron as hinges rusted in place broke free.

			She ran to the street, her thumb out.

			Her first ride only intended to go crosstown, but instead he drove her as far as an onramp in Brooklyn in exchange for her phone number.

			Well, for a phone number.

			It took her two more rides to get out of New York City.

			Larry, the third one who picked her up, was headed back to the Rockies. “You ever been to Boulder?” he asked.

			“No. Is it cool?”

			“Mindblowing. There’s these huge rocks, and they’re just…well, huge.” He shook his head as if clearing it. “Spent too long here. Need to get back home.”

			“Tell me,” Crystal said. “East Coast people are weird.”
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			When it happens at all, conception typically comes between twelve and forty-eight hours after the Greek Fleet of ejaculate sets sail toward Troy.

			Twelve hours is about the minimum swim time; and forty-eight hours is about the maximum survival time for sperm, intrepid little sailors who set forth on their journeys without packing a lunch.

			Several variables affect the length of this voyage, not least of which is Helen’s smile itself: during a woman’s orgasm the cervix comes alive, dipping its head down into the pooling semen and dilating slightly, swallowing hundreds of thousands of sperm at each gulp. A few decent contractions can cut the needed swim time by more than half.

			The woman’s cycle also affects the trip; as estrus approaches, the mucus in the cervical channel thins to a watery consistency. Earlier or later in the month, traveling through the cervical canal can be like struggling through a bowl of congealing oatmeal…but time it just right, and it can be like diving into the pool at the Tropicana on a hot summer day.

			Then, of course, they say sperm motility is critical. Fertility researchers place great weight on sperm motility, like fishermen searching through the bait tray for the liveliest worms. The fact is that, until recently, almost all fertility researchers were men, and men just had to believe their manly vigor has something to do with the whole thing, that sperm had to be, if you will, spunky.

			The real truth is, it doesn’t matter whether the sperm charge out with all the enthusiasm of a high-school production of Oklahoma! or sulk in their tents like Achilles. The process is like swimming the Pacific, and success has more to do with the condition of the ocean than with the conditioning of the swimmer.

			Forget about sperm motility. Just get over it.

			A final factor, which all women instinctively understand, is the cussedness of the universe.

			If pregnancy is unsought, inconvenient, preferably even disastrous, then it happens readily and almost instantaneously. If the woman is only thirteen, or is having a secret affair, or has finally received a long-desired promotion to a high-pressure job, or has just won the 400-meter race in the Olympic qualifying trials—under any of these conditions, the woman in question can become pregnant even while menstruating, despite using six different forms of FDA-approved contraception simultaneously.

			The cussedness factor—known to researchers as OSNNS (Oh-Shit-Not-Now Syndrome) or the OSNWHC (Oh-Shit-Not-With-Him Conundrum)—continues to baffle scientists.

			The cussedness factor may account for the fact that, snoozing in the passenger seat on Interstate 80, Crystal conceived, a mere six hours after the ceremony in Greenwich Village. Had she known at the time, she would have been righteously pissed: How can you get pregnant on the Pill?

			The Children wouldn’t have been surprised.

			The lucky single sperm adhering to the oocytic cell membrane dropped its tail, saying farewell to everything but its packet of DNA. Once it began to fuse with the cell membrane, the egg’s thick coat of the zona pellucida suddenly began to granulate and swell, straightarming all other suitors back into the waters of the womb. Closed, Cerrado, Out of Business. Try one of our other fine locations.

			Textbooks love to say we acquire half our biological traits from our father, half from our mother. This is usually described in two words: Equal Inheritance.

			Here’s two better words: Phallocentric bullshit.

			From our fathers, we inherit half of the DNA in the cell nucleus.

			From our mothers, we inherit our mitochondria, our ribosomes, the cell spindles, the nuclear walls, the Golgi bodies, all of the transport structures built into the cell walls, and our entire Starter Set of metabolic proteins and enzymes.

			And, oh yeah, the other half of the nuclear DNA.

			You can’t even say we inherit half our DNA from our fathers. Just the nuclear DNA. Mitochondria, the powerhouses of the cell, have their own DNA, and reproduce like independent little organisms inside the enormous cells of our body.

			Dad contributes some mitochondria to the reproductive process at first: they sit there in the tail of the sperm, running the waving flagellum like the motor of a powerboat.

			But these are discarded like used Band-Aids when the sperm drops its tail: Nuclear DNA Only Past This Point.

			So what was growing now in Crystal’s belly was mostly Crystal. Mostly Crystal, but with something special added.

			As the nuclei of egg and sperm fused, occultists all over the Northeast of the US felt a trembling pass through them, and those that were abed came suddenly awake.

			In the Olympic Mountains of western Washington a dozen mountain goats, hunkered down in a snow drift, rose suddenly and peered about, their shaggy white coats bright against the night sky…

			In a radio studio, rehearsing for the next day’s broadcast, a famous evangelist was afflicted with such a sudden and rampant erection that he threw down his headphones and ran for the bathroom…

			In a basement of an Alphabet City tenement on the island of Manhattan, Gary Masello decided not to kill himself, and put the revolver down on the floor beside his mattress. There was something he was supposed to do…

			In the house of The Children of Pan near Abingdon Square, Anton Reginald LaMarr raged and threw things, and ordered The Children out into the night to search for The Mother…

			…but Crystal snoozed her way across Pennsylvania. She ate pancakes at an IHOP outside Akron, Ohio; bought four fingers of decent pot at a truck stop near Chicago; and she kept on heading west when Jerry, her ride, dropped her in Boulder.

			She was in San Francisco when Gary Masello made the papers by breaking into The Children’s townhouse and shooting everyone he could find in the top-floor bedrooms.

			She was at a concert in Ashland, Oregon, when an arsonist set a fire that raged through The Children’s townhouse in the night, killing a dozen of them, and gutting the building.

			She was living in a treehouse near Mount Angel, Oregon, by the time that Anton Reginald LaMarr disbanded The Children and went into hiding.

			Treehouses were awesomely cool, living up among the leaves. When Crystal found she was pregnant, she was more than a little irritated; but she couldn’t imagine a better place to have a baby.

			She wasn’t sure whose baby it was—maybe Will’s? Larry’s?—but the whole fatherhood thing was so property-based anyway.

			She was confident that, by the year 2000, nobody would care about the paternity thing anymore.

		

	
		
			2

			Inside the Red Line

			By 2005 AD, the most valuable piece of real estate in the world was the city of Dhahran in Saudi Arabia.

			Everyone in Dhahran knew it read 2005 on the wall calendars distributed by Schlumberger, Hughes Tool, Halliburton, and Mitsubishi Heavy Industries, but the local calendars all showed it was The Year of the Prophet 1425. Which looks like a simple difference of 580 years; but, based on a lunar technology that the Mayans or Aztecs would have thought the work of schoolchildren, the Islamic calendar had only 354 days, so the months skidded across the seasons like a camel on rollerskates.

			The value of Dhahran lay not in the city, but beneath the sands, down in the supergiant Ghawar structure, the world’s largest oil field.

			Prior to 1948, Dhahran had little to recommend it. Owned at times by the Baghdad Caliphate, the Ottoman Empire, and a whole series of squabbling nomadic tribes, it had been claimed by the tribal leader Abdul-Aziz al-Saud in 1902, when he seized the town of Riyadh as part of his campaign to unify the Arabian Peninsula. He never managed to grab all of Arabia, but in 1933 he decided to hell with it and declared what he’d conquered to be the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia—the only modern nation named after its proprietors.

			No one cared at the time. The whole province surrounding Ghawar was a barren stretch of dirt that existed mainly to keep Kuwait in the north from bump-assing against the peninsula of Qatar in the south.

			Not many people would have noticed if Kuwait had bumped into Qatar anyway. A few Kuwaitis and Qataris would have stared at their new neighbors in amazement, but most others would have accounted it a big plus, bringing real countries—meaning Iran and Iraq—closer to the Straits of Hormuz. The so-called Kingdom of Saudi Arabia was made up of unwanted miles of sand.

			After World War I (called The Great War at the time, folks not having the foresight to know it needed a number), the French and British set about carving up the remnants of the Ottoman Empire, creating their Spheres of Influence. Those were franker days; nobody sensible wanted the hassle of real colonies anymore, but friendly puppet regimes were always worth having.

			So, taking a red pen and a map of the Middle East, the Brits and the French drew a big wobbly red circle around the region and gave themselves exclusive trading and exploration concessions inside the line.

			There was only one minor hitch: They’d forgotten about their allies, the Americans. You had to give the Yanks something…

			So they gave them the hugest expanse of worthless, uninhabitable, desolate land in the region, Saudi Arabia, which as a bonus included along the western fringe the potentially pain-in-the-ass holy cities of Mecca and Medina. Look, they said to the Americans, we saved you the biggest piece.

			And the dumb, affable Americans, still suffering from locker-room embarrassment at having tiny Spheres of Influence (Cuba? The Philippines? American Samoa?) reported back to a satisfied Congress that although the Yanks were excluded from Iran and Iraq and Egypt and Lebanon and Syria and Palestine and Aden and Muscat, that they were welcome to an exclusive opportunity to trade and do business and even drill for oil in the biggest area of them all.

			And damned if the Americans didn’t even find themselves some oil out there, round about 1938. Had to pay them Saudis near $5,000 for the right to explore, though.

			Things might have moved faster if it weren’t for the blockbuster sequel to the Great War, World War II. With the same all-star cast as the original (with the tragic exception of the late Ottoman Empire), and featuring all the major players in all the same roles, this lavish production left neither time nor money for anything else.

			After the war, though, BP and Shell and Total and Elf Aquitaine all went back to work in Iraq, pumping out new-found oil. At the same time, the fresh-faced Americans, deluded but ever-optimistic, banded Chevron, Exxon, Mobil, and Texaco into ARAMCO, the Arabian-American Oil Company, and yee-hawed their way out into the Saudi desert to make some holes.

			To the Americans, the wasteland looked promising. Hell, strip those fairy-assed bedsheets off the Bedouins, slap some sombreros on ’em, and you could be right back in Texas…

			The first major hole ARAMCO made found the largest oil field on the planet.

			Most of Dhahran was a compound city, surrounded by fences. Until recently, passing through the gates into Dhahran took you directly from the Saudi desert to 1962 America. Lawns, ranch-style homes, happy housewives watching children ride their trikes up and down the smooth sidewalks. With the exception that both booze and Christianity had to keep a low profile—and what’s an American city without an equal number of churches and liquor stores?—inside the city of Dhahran it was always Howdy-Doody Time.

			In the 90s, Dhahran changed as ARAMCO was gradually “Saudi-ized.” Fewer ex-pats were hired, and a greater percentage of those that were came from other Muslim countries. The Kingdom continued to pump out its hundred-and-fifty-billion gallons of oil each year, but with a steady decrease in the number of Americans doing the pumping.
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			Miles outside Dhahran, Arby sat on the sand under the twilit sky and let his thoughts feel their way down through the caprock, his imagination reaching into the porous sediments like roots groping for moisture, his mind relaxing at last when he sensed the oil, the viscous, inert product of millions of years of slow, soft pressure.

			Millions of years, his own thirty-five years a trifle by comparison. So much life buried beneath these sands—so much undoubted strife and pain and energy, all now at peace, all converted to the calm black-green of lustrous Arab Light crude.

			By comparison, missing Liz was a tiny thing, the quiver of an ant’s knee, the shift of one grain of sand in a dune, and the more of the evening he spent there, the calmer he became, the easier he could return to his dorm room, the sooner he could sleep, the less his mind would be dominated by the compulsion to work out the time difference and dial her number.

			He knew his ARAMCO employers thought him peculiar: eighteen months in Dhahran without asking for leave; no weekends in Bahrain; his turn-down of the offer to move from the short-term workers’ dorm to real housing. His only demand had been for the use of a Jeep, and ARAMCO was happy to give him one, gasoline included.

			Without these nights in the desert, he wouldn’t sleep—not that sleep was a cure. More than once his fingers had fumbled their way onto the nightstand and dialed her number. He’d awaken to her voice on the answering machine and find the receiver pressed to his ear, his body curled on the bed.

			After the third time he called her in his sleep, he unplugged his phone each night and stashed it in a dresser drawer far across the dorm room. But still he roused it out and plugged it back in each morning.

			Just in case she decided to call.
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			The dream that night involved being trapped in an oil barrel. No matter how hard Arby hammered at the sides, no one heard him, and the drumming of his fists on the sides boomed hollowly in his ears.

			He sat up. Someone was banging on the door. The knocking continued as he tripped over his clothes and stumbled through the dark. He turned the handle, pulled, and stuck his face into the hallway. “Wha…?”

			Josh, who lived a few doors down, stood in the hall. “You got a call at the front desk. Couldn’t get through to your room, and they said it’s important.”

			Arby let the door swing open and retreated inside to grope for his clothes where they lay tangled on the chair.

			“The clerk handed me the phone. It’s a girl. Somebody named Crystal, and her voice is sexxx-eeee…”

			Arby froze with his T-shirt over his head, and then pulled his head through the stretchy neck like a turtle reluctant to look outside. “It’s my mom,” he said, and stepped out into the hall beside Josh.

			“Your mom?” Josh said. “Oh. Sorry, man, I didn’t mean—”

			“It’s okay,” Arby said. “I’ve been hearing stuff like that my whole life.”
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			“Do you know what time it is?” he asked.

			The phone connection was so clear he could hear Crystal readjust the receiver on her shoulder as she looked around the room. “Well, just a second, I’ll see…”

			“No, Mom. Do you know what time it is here?” He’d never been able to sort out whether Crystal didn’t understand about time zones, or just didn’t believe in them.

			“Oh. Late, I suppose.”

			“It’s two in the morning.”

			“Sorry,” she said, without a note of apology in her voice.

			“They said it was important.”

			A long pause on the line. “I just wondered when you were coming home. You said a few months, and now it’s more than a year. All that hatred and killing—”

			“I’m in Saudi Arabia, Mom, not Iraq.”

			“—with all of that negative energy. I’ve had a really bad premonition. Something awful is going to happen.”

			Arby sighed, not bothering to hide the sound from the phone, and hitched his butt up onto a corner of the reception desk. “I’m still real busy over here, and I like the job.”

			“There’s lots of jobs, Arby. And lots of other girls, too.”

			“This isn’t about Liz.”

			“Nobody thought her vibe was good for you, you know.”

			“The opinions of your friends are about as important to me as the message inside a fortune cookie.”

			“Oh, Arb…” She fell silent for a moment. “You know, this sounds silly, but when you were little I actually learned something important from a fortune cookie. We’d just moved out of Don’s place—not the Don you remember but another one, and I didn’t have money for a place of our own, and I was at dinner at this place called the Ruby Palace, you were there too, in a booster seat, and—”

			“Mom. I’m sorry. I’ve got a big day tomorrow. I can call you back, but unless you have something else on your mind…”

			He heard her breathing across the line. “I do. I went to the doctor the other day—I’m not really into the whole allopathic scene, but whenever Saturn squares my natal Neptune…well. He told me some things.”

			Arby’s throat tightened and he slid off the desk to stand on his feet. Across the linoleum-floored lobby the Pakistani desk clerk looked up from his seat on the couch to see if the phone call was ending. Arby shook his head and held up a finger, and the man returned to his magazine. “What is it?”

			“I…” Crystal exhaled and waited a moment. “I’d really rather talk about it face to face.”

			He looked down at the desk. The clerk had left his laptop open in the middle of a game of solitaire, and as Arby studied it the screen went blank, probably slipping into powersaver mode. “Can you at least…?” was all he could manage.

			“It’s a life-threatening situation,” she said, and her voice was no different than if she’d been discussing her garden.

			“I’ll come. I’ll get a flight tomorrow morning.”

			“You don’t need to drop everything this second—”

			“Mom. I’m coming.”

			He listened to her chatter for a few more moments, then made his goodbyes and hung up the phone. Impossible. Crystal had always seemed immortal to him, more a force of nature than a living being. He knew it was the normal state of things that children should outlive their parents, but, still… He stared down at the blank screen of the computer as if an explanatory message might appear.

			“Mr. Keeling? You okay?” The desk clerk had returned and seated himself behind the desk.

			Arby rubbed his eyes. “Yeah. Just sleepy. But thanks—it was important.” He headed across the lobby to the stairwell. He had his hand on the doorknob of the heavy door when the clerk made an angry sound in what must have been Urdu.

			“Hey! What you do to my computer?”

			Arby turned, blinking. “I didn’t touch it. I think it went into sleep mode.”

			The man tapped at keys, rapped on the touchpad, stabbed the power button with his index finger. “It’s not sleeping, it’s dead!”

			Great. On top of everything else, the episodes were starting again. “I didn’t touch it,” he said, feeling a familiar tickle of guilt, and he opened the door and headed up to his room to pack.

		

	
		
			3

			The Pauli Effect

			Dhahran has its own airport, but the best connections for Arby’s purposes departed from Bahrain, the tiny island nation just off the Saudi coast. And though you could fly from Dhahran to Bahrain, with the time spent on check-in and security it was faster to drive across the twenty-mile causeway that bridged that shallow bit of the Gulf.

			There were longer bridges here and there in the world, but surely none so popular. In Bahrain you could drink; in Bahrain, you could see belly dancing; in Bahrain the Saudis could do all those things they couldn’t do at home, which is why the Saudis had happily paid for the giant four-lane road across the water.

			All of which made it possible for the car Arby rode in to break down halfway to Bahrain.

			The ARAMCO driver insisted on poking around under the hood, and Arby climbed out of the car and stood by the railing, looking south over the smooth waters. At seven in the morning the temperature was just about perfect for short sleeves, but he could feel the moist exhalations of the Gulf starting to rise; in another hour, the air would be intolerable. A rainbow iridescence shimmered on the oily surface of the sea, as though rosy-fingered Dawn had touched the East and then stumbled over Iran, breaking her fall by plunging her hands into the waters of the Gulf.

			He hoped the driver would find something simple, but his heart knew what was happening. He’d need another car, maybe two, to get to Bahrain. With any luck, this episode would be short.

			In principle, he could walk. All his possessions fit in one roll-along suitcase and his old red leather pack, the latter now supple with wear.

			“I radio,” the driver said. “When you need to be at airport?”

			“Not until noon,” Arby said.

			“Left plenty time, eh?” the driver said, following his words with a salacious wink. Bahrain was considerably less wild than, say, Wichita, Kansas, but viewed from Dhahran it seemed like Sin City.

			“Yep,” Arby said, staring at the lifeless car, “who wouldn’t?”
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			As it turned out, one more car was sufficient, and just past noon Arby lounged in a first-class aisle seat on one of Gulf Air’s new Boeing 777s. Passengers were still boarding, but first class did have its perks, and one was the constant supply of orange juice, champagne, or mimosas while waiting on the ground.

			These were delivered by stewardesses—not flight attendants, but stewardesses, young Brits every one. Their pillbox hats sported wispy scarves, sort of down-market I Dream of Jeannie couture, and there was no pretense that they weren’t selected for their age and looks. Like the city of Dhahran, Gulf Air was a trip to 1962.

			When the woman boarded, everyone in first class stared. A model? Actress? Whoever she might be, she radiated the sense she was someone famous, someone every passenger ought to recognize. The air of mystery was enhanced by the large wraparound sunglasses atop her high cheekbones, and by the way she simply stood at the head of the aisle, not bothering to move toward her seat.

			She tugged off her black headscarf and shook out her luminous blond pageboy, but then waited as though surveying the cabin. Arby was entranced—any woman was entrancing after eighteen months in Saudi Arabia, and this one was something special—but also irritated. What was she expecting, applause?

			Then a stewardess put her arm around the woman’s shoulders and started steering her down the aisle, and Arby saw the white cane and felt ashamed.

			They stopped beside him. “It’s the window seat here…” the stewardess said.

			Arby cleared his throat. “Umm, she could—rather, you could have the aisle, if that would be easier.”

			He would have happily sat out on the wing for the smile the blind woman gave him. “Oh, if you wouldn’t mind—it’s so much more convenient—” Her voice was so unaccented it seemed like all accents at once, vaguely foreign in its precision, but belonging to no nation. “But I couldn’t—you must have booked it far in advance, and—”

			Her full, wide lips tilted and then wobbled themselves into an apologetic squiggle. Arby’s heart was wrenched with a memory of Liz and her crooked grins; but all women reminded him of Liz now. He jumped to his feet. “No, no, I only booked it this morning, and I’d rather sit by the window really, I’m a geologist and I like to watch the ground when we fly and—”

			He realized he was babbling, and simply flopped into the window seat. “Please,” he said. God, what a dope.

			“Thank you.” She began folding her cane into sections. “I can manage from here,” she said to the stewardess.

			She wore nondescript business gray with a crisp white blouse, but she managed to make the outfit look both sexy and smart. How did she dress herself, anyway, how did she put on that precision lipstick? Maybe she wasn’t blind blind. Maybe she was just legally blind.

			Sighing as all airline passengers do nowadays when, after the gauntlet of ground transport and check-in and baggage and customs and security, they finally lower themselves into their seats, she touched down with a graceful waggle of her hips and then leaned forward and stuffed her purse and folded cane into the oversized pocket on the seatback ahead of her.

			“It was very kind,” she said. “And you’re right, of course: a window would be wasted on me.”

			He shook his head. “I didn’t mean it that way.”

			“No, no, I am sincere. What do I do with a window? Everyone nowadays tries to pretend there is no elephant, when the elephant is right in the room with them, crowding them against the walls.”

			Arby was still trying to parse this observation when the flight attendant announced they should buckle up.
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			Ah, Gulf Air. British and American pilots, for the most part. He far preferred it to Saudia, where the copilot chanted prayers across the loudspeakers as the plane began hurtling down the runway.

			Pilots praying aloud during takeoff was just plain unnerving: it made the whole process seem feckless, as though even the folks flying the plane harbored deep reservations about leaving the ground.

			Once the plane leveled off, the woman loosened her seatbelt, leaned forward with a magnificent arch of her lower back, and felt through her purse. Arby glanced at her, almost unwillingly; if she had some degree of vision he didn’t want to be caught staring, while watching someone who couldn’t see at all made him feel like a voyeur.

			She ripped open a packet of pre-moistened towelettes, and a clean citrus smell invaded his nostrils. Then she pulled off the sunglasses and dropped them onto her lap.

			What did he expect? Sightless, watery orbs? Hollow eyesockets? Perhaps some fierce scar that lashed across her otherwise-flawless face?

			What he saw, as she luxuriated in the touch of the cool evaporation, were long-closed eyes, the eyes of Sleeping Beauty, eyes that had perhaps never opened.

			She rubbed the towelette down her bare forearms and exhaled her pleasure.

			Her face turned to him, though her eyes remained closed. Her eyelashes were long and thick, but there was something odd about them, and he realized the top lashes were entangled with the bottom, as though they had interlinked arms. “You’ll feel better,” she said.

			He realized she was offering him the remaining towelette. He started to demur, but she cut him off: “It’s already open.”

			She was right. Once the cool citrus hit his skin, he did feel better.

			He gathered up the packet and the used towelettes from her hands, crumpled them into a ball, and she murmured her thanks.

			“Elaina,” she said, offering her hand.

			Arby had been raised in communes, extended families, and living arrangements that defied labels. Nakedness, touch, an ease with physical human contact were all part of his birthright…but when he had ventured out into the straight world he learned in immediate, savage ways that touch was freakishly complex for most people, that even a simple hug was weighted with meaning, and the result was that he, who as a child had clambered up into the arms of any adult who was handy, who had lain naked in bed with dozens of people without any overtone of sex, found male-female handshaking to be like conning a fogbound ship through a sea filled with ice floes. Should I just give her the masculine shake-and-pump? Hold her hand for a moment? Do we turn side-to-side, or do I accept her descending palm in mine as though she were the Queen of England? A squeeze or a shake?

			To hell with it. He let her hand rest in his—weren’t blind people more sensitive, wouldn’t she feel what he meant rather than what he did?—and wrapped his fingers around hers and gave a long, delicate pressure. “Elaina,” he said. “I’m Arby.”

			With her free hand she slid the glasses back onto her face and smiled. She waited for him to release her hand, but seemed in no hurry for him to do so.

			“Arby…” she said. “A strange name to me. Is it short for something? Though—is it not a sandwich in your country?”

			As if he hadn’t lived with that his whole life. He released her hand with a cautious motion, as though he were letting a butterfly escape. “Yeah. But it’s really my initials. RB. R as in Robert, B as in Bob.”

			“It stands for Robert Bob?”

			“No. It’s just the initials.”

			“Initials for what?”

			“Just initials, okay?” The edge in his words hadn’t been planned, but there it was, like a bug splattered on the windshield of their conversation. He sat back in his seat, thoroughly discontented with himself and the universe.

			He hadn’t realized her body had been turned toward him until she steered herself straight ahead. “Just initials.” Her tone wasn’t frosty; more like the empty chill of interstellar space. “I understand.” She leaned forward and felt through the seat pocket, probably searching for headphones. Her posture was impeccable, her shoulders still thrown back, her stiff tilt accentuating the vault from her lower back onto the sudden, unjustified ski-jump of her ass, and he knew that beneath the starchy business clothes the small of her back would have those thumb-deep dimples.

			Just like Liz.

			“rrchd btty m’srry,” he mumbled.

			“Excuse me?” She sat up and turned to him, the bowls of those sightless sunglasses pointed at his face like ceiling cameras in a Vegas casino.

			“Rainchild Bounty. I’m sorry. It’s such a stupid name.”

			“It’s beautiful.”

			“My mom was a hippie. Is. Sorry I got mean.”

			“What did they call you at home?”

			“RB. Arby.” He paused and took in a breath. “At any rate, once I got old enough, and started insisting.” He waited. Why did he care, anyway, and why did it seem like this blind woman was staring at him? “Rain. Mostly, they called me Rain.”

			“Rain.” She seemed to taste the name, and then she nodded. “Rain. It’s a good name.”

			Arby thought it was a humiliating, absurd name, but if Elaina liked it he didn’t want to argue. He was sorting through possible responses when a giant fist punched the belly of the plane.
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			Her hand sought his and clutched, first as a crude grasp, and then interwove her fingers with his.

			Arby hadn’t been trained in self-awareness, so his conscious mind noticed little of what happened then. He felt the contact with her skin and the tightening grip of her hand as a jolt of excitement, but it was mixed up with the adrenaline release from the blow that had seemingly hit the airplane. Yet his pupils dilated with pleasure, rather than contracting with fear, and his brain poured transmitters into the synapses that drove the parasympathetic spinal nerves. In response the sweat glands in his armpits and groin opened slightly, and the cells lining those glands oozed out their loads of goaty alpha-androstenol.

			The brain’s insistent twanging on the parasympathetic nerves at last found a clear line down into his genitals, and the nerve endings answered the phone and dumped the enzyme NNOS into his bloodstream. The enzyme snagged onto molecules of L-arginine still circulating in his bloodstream, broken down from the protein in his scrambled eggs at breakfast. The enzymes clutched the arginine, snipped and clipped, and released a dollop of nitric oxide into the blood.

			The smooth muscles of the corpi cavernosum and spongiosum in the penis are normally as uptight as the guards at Buckingham Palace, holding themselves rigidly open so blood can leave. But give them a little snort of nitric oxide and they sigh and relax; give them a strong dose, and they fall over and block the gateway, turning the penis into a one-way trip for most blood cells—they flood in like the crowd at a Stones concert, but the exit develops a line like the queue at the Women’s Restroom.

			Arby wasn’t going fully erect—more in the nature of an Orange Alert—but every drop of blood that stays in the penis is a drop that isn’t available to the brain, and his thinking became just a bit clouded, though he didn’t mind. According to best estimates, this happens to most men about thirty-five times a day. (Less often in the Middle East, of course, owing to lack of stimulus, which may explain some things about the tone of political discourse in the region.)

			Parasympathetic arousal was far from the full story, though. Something new happened, far below the level of Arby’s consciousness, below the level of science’s best molecular monitoring. When Elaina squeezed his hand, for the first time in his adult life Old Kundalini, the serpent coiled at the base of his spine, raised its head and peered around, its unblinking eyes surveying the energy field of Arby’s world.

			Had he looked around the cabin, he would have seen colored auras flaring out from other passengers’ bodies, with assorted dark blotches: smoky black beneath the right armpit of the female stockbroker in 3A, where a malignant lymphoma was growing; dark purple behind the neck of the male engineer in 2B, where two of his cervical vertebrae had fused after the disc was crushed in a rear-ender; and stormy coal-black above the head of the male lobbyist in 4D, who had just been startled awake from an erotic dream about the seven-year-old boy who lived next door.

			But Arby missed all of this, because he was looking at Elaina. And, true, she seemed to glow, but it was a uniform light, the green of springtime, and he saw it not as an aura but as sheer health.

			“Ladies and gentlemen,” the captain said across the speakers, “I’m sure you all felt that. There’s no cause for alarm, but for some reason our landing gear deployed, and it won’t retract.” Murmurs ran through the cabin, and Elaina’s hand squeezed his tighter. “We don’t see that there’s any real danger, but we’re going to have to turn her around and set down back in Bahrain until we understand what’s going on here—”

			“I’m sorry,” Arby said, patting her hand with his free palm, “things go wrong when I’m around. It’s the Pauli Effect. But it’ll be okay, it always is…”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“Wolfgang Pauli. He—”

			“The friend of Carl Jung?” she asked.

			“Umm…no, I don’t think so.”

			“The quantum physicist?”

			“Yeah.” This was disconcerting: people seldom knew who Pauli was, but this woman seemed to know more about him than Arby did. “I learned about it in college, from a roommate.” The plane shifted beneath them as the pilot banked in a wide turn to head them back to Bahrain. “It’s not important…” he said, waving the topic away.

			“No, please. Tell me this story.”

			She seemed nervous—the whole cabin seemed nervous—and it might be a good distraction for the two of them. “Pauli was a great scientist, on the chalkboard, but if he even entered a lab, everything went wrong…”

			He told her the tale, including the famous case where an experiment in Professor Franck’s lab went awry simply because Pauli had passed by in a train; and the case where a group of students had rigged a booby trap to set off a Rube-Goldberg series of calamities when Pauli walked onstage to lecture…only to have the booby trap itself fail.

			“And I do the same thing,” he said.

			“You believe this?” she asked. “Even though you are a scientist?”

			“Pauli was a scientist, too. And, yeah—that’s why I ended up in geology. I don’t seem to affect rocks much. Whole labs of chemical equipment, on the other hand…”

			She seemed to be staring at him, and he reminded himself that she was blind.

			The captain announced they’d been cleared for a special landing back at Bahrain International, and the stewardesses began hustling through the aisles, gathering up glasses and trash.

			After they’d brought their seatbacks to the full and upright locked position and ensured that their tray tables were stowed, Elaina asked, “And this Pauli effect happens to you all the time?”

			“No. More when I’m upset.”

			“And you’re upset now?”

			He shrugged. “A little, I guess. I’m flying home because my mother is sick. But she won’t tell me what’s wrong.”

			“Mothers,” she said, as though that summed up everything. “Have you asked your siblings, your father?”

			Arby laughed, but not entirely with amusement. “I have no idea who my father is. And I’ve never had any real brothers or sisters.”

			She cinched her seat belt tighter around her trim waist. “That’s sad,” she said, though her voice sounded more thoughtful than sympathetic.

			The plane touched down perfectly, but as it turned to taxi back to the terminal, from the front of the plane to the rear, running back like a wave, all of the overhead storage bins fell open.

			As you know, many of the articles stowed there, which had shifted during the flight, were heavy or awkward, and there were cries of surprise, anger, and pain as the contents tumbled into the aisles.
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