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“Bisson walks in the footsteps of Ray Bradbury and Kurt Vonnegut.”

 –San Francisco Chronicle

“Bisson looks at things from unique and persnickety angles ... with a cockeyed clarity that transfigures either the world or our own nearsighted take on it, if not both.”

 –Michael Bishop 

“It is the Bissons of the field upon whom the future of science fiction depends.”
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“A major talent ... a skillful writer and storyteller.”
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AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION
The  Left Behind novels (some sixteen in all) by Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins are among the bestselling fantasies in America today. Self-described as “apocalyptic fiction,” they tell the story of the Rapture, in which the faithful are yanked straight up to Heaven without dying, and the following seven years of Tribulation, when those “left behind” are ruled by the Anti-Christ (a sleazy Romanian) until Christ’s return. It all has to do with Armageddon and God’s plan for Israel and the Christian Born-Agains.
Millions believe this nonsense, and the  Left Behind  novels are hugely popular. Patrice Duvic, a French SF writer and editor, alarmed that they were about to be published in France, suggested to me that we write a parody in which the world is better off with the Born-Agains gone. Patrice was ailing, and died before we got started, but the idea and the inspiration are all his—
RIP,  mon frère...



THE LEFT LEFT BEHIND “LET THEIR PEOPLE GO!”
“The Holy Land,” said Vince. “This is where it all began.” He felt a thrill as he looked around at the arid rocky hills that had given birth to so many great religions. Although as a skeptical TV newsman he didn’t believe in any of them, he respected them all.
“And where it’s all still going on,” said the Israeli general, Blitz Kreig, who was Vince’s guide and host. “Don’t forget we’re in a security zone. This is not quite Israel—yet.” 
A stone bounced off his helmet. 
“Understood,” said Vince. While his worshipful (and cute) young camera-girl videotaped him, he began the broadcast he had come ten thousand miles to make. 
“This is Vince Kirkorian,” he said, “reporting for IHS News, and I’m here near the Israeli settlement of Itz-Al-Aurz to interview Dr Kramer Kramer, the Nobel Prize winning biologist who—” 
RACKETY-RACKETY-RACK! Vince’s intro was suddenly interrupted by a loud grinding noise, followed by high-pitched screams. AAAIYEEE! 
Annoyed, Vince signaled cut. “What’s all the racket?” he asked the general. 
“Land reform,” General Kreig said proudly, pointing behind him to an armored bulldozer, which was demolishing a two-story house while wailing women in Arab headdresses looked on. “We’re making the desert bloom.” 
Another rock bounced off his helmet. 
“By bulldozing houses?” Like most TV newsmen, Vince had a highly developed appreciation of property values. “Where will these people live?” 
“They’re Palestinians,” explained General Kreig, firing a short burst from his Uzi into a crowd of unruly kids. “They can hop on their camels and find another place to pitch their tents. This is the land God promised us. It’s in the Bible.” 
Another rock bounced off his helmet. It didn’t seem to bother him. 
“Oh, yes, the Promised Land,” said Vince, remembering. It didn’t seem quite fair, but he knew better than to question other people’s sincerely-held religious beliefs. “Can you ask them to hold off on the land reform till my interview with Dr. Kramer is over?” 
“Done,” said the general, signaling the dozer driver, who shut down the huge machine. “And here comes the good doctor now!” 
Vince couldn’t hide his smile as the old man approached, walking down the path from the attractive concrete battlements of the settlement perched on top of a nearby hill. 
In his ragged cardigan and baggy pants, he looked exactly like Einstein, even to the kindly twinkle in his eye. 
“I always watch your news show,” Dr. Kramer said as he shook Vince’s hand. “The world needs more honest, enterprising young journalists like yourself. And so cute!” 
Vince all but blushed. “Thank you, Dr. Kramer. Now please, tell us about your new discovery.” 
“My new bio-gen seed grows fish from soil,” said the aged humanitarian. A rock barely missed his head, and he ducked politely. “Gefilte fish, lox, whitefish, pickled herring. You name it. No one will ever go hungry again.” 
“No Jew, anyway,” said the general, scattering a clump of children with a short burst of fire. 
“That’s wonderful news for a hungry world,” said Vince. “And how do you intend to market this new discovery?”
“Market?” Dr. Kramer looked confused. 
“Aren’t you going to patent and license this revolutionary new bio-gen? It’s worth millions.” 
“I am an old man,” said Dr. Kramer, laughing. “What do I want with money? All I ask in return for my discovery is that the world allow Israel to live in peace.” 
Just then, as if in answer, there was a distant roar. 
It grew louder and louder. 
“Hit the dirt!” cried General Kreig, pulling Vince and Dr. Kramer to the ground with him. Vince looked up and saw swarms of funky-looking fighter-bombers streaking in low across the barren hills. 
They were firing rockets and machine guns. Bombs were bursting all around. 
“Arab jets!” cried the general as they all crouched behind the bulldozer, in the rubble of the wrecked Palestinian home. “Israel is doomed!” 
“Maybe not,” said Dr. Kramer. “Look!” 
Anti-aircraft fire was blossoming around the planes, knocking them out of the air. They crashed into the hillsides, one after the other. 
“Israeli missile defense!” said Vince. “Just in time!” 
“I wish!” said General Kreig. “But our missiles are tied up in Gaza, taking out terrorists and bystanders. I don’t know where these missiles are coming from.” 
“I do!” said Dr. Kramer. “Look. It’s a miracle.” 
Vince stumbled to his feet, heedless of his own safety. He shaded his eyes from the sun and looked more closely at the shapes in the sky. He could hardly believe what he saw. 
What he had thought were exploding missiles were actually Angels, armed with Uzis, riddling the shabby Arab jets with holes and then batting them out of the sky with their snow-white wings. 
“Get this on video!” he said to the camera-girl.  Angels? he wondered.  Could this be happening? 
“They’re all down!” said General Kreig. “Israel is saved!” 
“For now, anyway,” breathed the kindly old scientist.
“Did you get all that?” Vince asked the cameragirl. They were standing amid the rubble of smoking planes. 
“I think so,” she said, her eyes shining.
“Let’s get out of here,” said the general. “You can finish your interview back at the settlement!” 
MOMENTS LATER
Firing a few short bursts to clear the way, the general ran toward his armored Humvee. Dr. Kramer and the camera-girl were right behind him. 
Vince was about to follow when he heard a noise behind him. He turned and saw an old man in a dirty robe of goat’s wool. He had a mad look in his eyes and carried an ancient Winchester 94 in one hand. 
“Charlton Heston?” asked Vince, unbelievingly. He was pretty sure Heston had retired. 
“Wrong prophet!” said the old man. His eyes were like two burning bushes. “Talk about tsuris! The Anti-Christ is coming, and a nice Jewish boy he is not!” 
Then he fired the rifle into the air and disappeared.
 An Old Testament prophet!, thought Vince, as he ran toward the armored car.  Could this really be happening? 
“Did you get all that on video?” he asked the camera-girl, when he got to the Humvee. 
“I think so,” she said, her eyes shining. 
“Come on, come on,” said General Kreig. A rock bounced off the windshield of the Humvee as they sped toward the settlement. The general didn’t seem to mind. 
“I wonder why he has such a heavy Brooklyn accent?” Vince mused to himself. “There are mysteries everywhere I turn.” 
ELEVEN HOURS LATER
Except for take-offs and landings, which still require our hominid skills, modern airplanes fly themselves. Which is a good thing. The EconAir 777, high over the Atlantic, was on autopilot, and so was its pilot, Captain “Cap” Church. He wasn’t thinking of the gigantic machine stuffed with dozing passengers that was in his command, or even of the faithful (if slightly dotty) wife, troublesome punked-out daughter and grubby son he had left behind in the USA. 
He was thinking only of the lovely young stewardess, Amy, who was sitting on his lap, and of the hominid task at hand (literally): the unhooking of her brassiere.
Just as he managed to skillfully undo the clasp with two fingers, he heard a ding. 
Amy stiffened. The Captain was already stiff. “That was a call button,” she said. 
“So what?” the Captain murmured, waiting for her ripe full breasts to fall into his eager hands, like oversized fruit from the Tree of Life. “Let ‘em wait.” 
“First Class,” said Amy, rehooking her bra. “It’s a special ding.” 
“Then let ‘em eat cake.” 
“We’re out of cake,” she said, hurriedly buttoning her blouse. 
MOMENTS LATER
Amy softly shut, sealed, locked and secured the cockpit door behind her and tiptoed into the First Class cabin. 
It was quiet and dark, just as it should be. She tiptoed toward the lit call light. 
The white-haired old lady in seat 4E looked alarmed. “Where’s my husband?” she asked. “He was sitting here, in 4F, reading the Bible, when I dozed off, and when I woke up, he was gone!” 
“Are you sure?” 
“OK, maybe it was  The Wall Street Journal,” the old lady sobbed. 
“Perhaps he’s in the bathroom,” suggested Amy. Old men peed a lot, she knew, from personal experience.
“With all of them? Doing what?” 
“All of who?” 
“Them!” screeched the old lady, waving her hands in the air. “They’re all gone!” 
Amy turned and looked around. It was true! First Class was empty, except for the clothes that lay neatly folded on the seats. But how could that be? She had attended to them all, heard their complaints, served them their “champagne” (a fun California varietal) and fluffed their pillows herself. 
“Calm down,” she said. “Let me check.” 
Amy tiptoed up and down the aisle. All the seats, except for 4E, were empty. Each had only a little pile of clothing left behind. Even the socks were neatly folded in the shoes. 
Strange. 
There was no one in the bathroom. Then she heard a tapping noise from the back of First Class. 
One man sat alone, in seat 12A by the window, working on a laptop computer. As she approached, Amy saw that it was Vince Kirkorian, the famous TV journalist. She had noticed him boarding. He was even cuter in real life than on his award-winning TV news show. 
“Excuse me, Mr. Kirkorian,” she said. 
“Sorry but I can’t give autographs while I’m working,” he said politely, without looking up. “I’m in the middle of a big story. I’m on my way back from Israel, where”
“Who was sitting next to you?” Amy asked. “Did you see what happened to them?” 
“Some supermodel,” he replied, tapping away furiously without looking up. “She was cute. I was telling her about how I saw, or thought I saw, actual Angels with Uzis knocking Arab jets out of the sky during an unprovoked sneak attack on Israeli settlements, and she dozed off. Is she not there? She must be in the bathroom.”
Supermodels had to pee a lot, he knew, from personal experience. 
“In the bathroom with twenty-two other people?” Amy asked. “All naked?” 
That got Vince‘s attention. He looked up, then down at the almost-empty seat beside him. 
“That’s her underwear!” 
“How do you know?” asked Amy. 
“Just a guess,” said Vince, eyeing the lace-trimmed Victoria’s Secret bra and panty set, neatly folded on top of a Chanel gym suit. Like most TV celebrities he had a keen eye for nice things. “Those must be her shoes on the floor. Prada, and not a knock-off either. Something very strange is going on here.” 
“You’re telling me,” said Amy. “I’m going to get the Captain.” 
“Isn’t that him?” asked Vince. 
It was. Captain Church was standing in the open cockpit doorway, struggling into his uniform jacket. It was a little tight across the belly. 
“Zip up your pants, Cap,” said Amy. “We have a crisis here.” 
SECONDS LATER
“Done,” said Captain Church. “Now, what’s the problem?” 
Amy told him. “First Class is almost empty. All that is left behind, except for Vince here—do you mind if I call you Vince?” 
“Not at all,” said Vince. She was kind of cute.
“—and the old lady blubbering in 4E, is little piles of clothing, neatly folded, one on each seat.” 
“Perhaps they are in the bathroom,” offered the Captain. “They have their own, you know.” 
“All of them at once?” said Amy. “I checked. It’s empty, except for a neatly folded pile of clothing on the toilet seat.” She shuddered, remembering the skid marks. “Somehow they all just suddenly disappeared.” 
 Hmmmm, thought Vince. He wondered if it had anything to do with the mysterious Angels he had seen downing Arab jets, or the crusty old Prophet who had sputtered some nonsense about the Anti-something or other. 
“Jesus Christ!” said the captain. “Pardon my French but we’re looking at a paperwork nightmare. I wonder if it could be the Rupture.” 
“The what?” asked Vince. 
“The Rupture. It’s some Bible thing my wife back home is always mumbling about. Everybody goes to Heaven all at once or something.” 
“First I’ve heard about a wife,” muttered Amy. 
“Rupture. That doesn’t sound right to me,” mused Vince. “There must be some logical explanation for all this.” 
SUDDENLY
Suddenly they heard shouts and cries from the back of the plane—the narrow, dimly-lighted tube where the Economy passengers sat squeezed together like pig parts in a long sausage. 
Ayiesha Washington, the cute Economy attendant stuck her head through the curtain that separated the classes. 
“I need help back here!” she said. “Hey, where did everybody go?” 
Amy told her. 
“That explains it,” said Ayeesha (she spelled it differently every time herself). “Somebody must have peeked through the curtain and saw the empty seats in First. Now they’re all demanding upgrades.” 
“Has anyone disappeared back there?” asked Amy. 
“I wish!” said Ayessha. “Only the two Air Marshals. I went to wake them up, and their seats were empty. Nothing but two jump suits, neatly folded, and a couple of Glocks.” 
“Jump suits?” asked Vince. 
“Orange,” said Aiyesha. “They were traveling disguised as convicts. They were handcuffed together.” 
They heard shouts from the back of the plane, then a deep, calm voice said, “Let’s roll.” 
“Uh oh,” said Amy. 
“I’ll handle this,” said the Captain, grabbing an intercom from the bulkhead. “This is your Captain speaking!” he said. “Return to your seats immediately.” 
“No way!” came a shout. “We have miles. We have weapons. We want upgrades.” 
“I shoulda grabbed those Glocks,” mused Iyesha. 
“I can help.” 
“Who?” They all looked at Vince. “You?” 
“I’m a TV newsman,” he reminded them, straightening his tie. “I’m all about reassuring people.” 
SEVERAL HOURS LATER
 This is kinda fun, thought Captain Church as he brought the big 777 down for a landing. He usually let his co-pilot handle the landings, but it was good to get a little practice. 
Besides, the co-pilot has disappeared with all the others, leaving only his neatly-folded uniform behind. 
The disappointed Economy passengers filed off while Church filled out his log, dreading the paperwork ahead. Twenty-four missing, all from First Class. Plus the co-pilot and the Air Marshals. 
Luckily, no one noticed. Church was relieved to find that the Flight Manager who checked off the passenger manifests was gone. 
Vince followed the captain off the airplane, looking around in amazement. The Air Security ex-cons who poked through everyone’s baggage were also gone. The long lines moved quickly.
The airport was strangely quiet. Peaceful. 
“All the uniformed personnel have disappeared!” said Vince. He studied the Arrivals and Departures monitor: 
DELAYED 
CRASHED 
DELAYED 
SPUN OUT 
DITCHED 
DELAYED 
Then he looked at Captain Church in his blue and white EconAir uniform, with the gold stripes on the sleeve. “Wonder why you were spared, Captain?” 
“I was temporarily out of uniform. And you can call me Cap.” 
“Cool, Cap,” said Vince, who was on a first-name basis with celebrities around the world. “Can I get a ride with you to my hotel? It looks like the shuttle buses are all missing their drivers.” 
“No problem,” said the Captain, waving farewell to Amy and Ayiesha, who were meeting their dates in the gift shop. Amy didn’t wave back. “I owe you one for cooling out all those Economy Class complainers.” 
MINUTES LATER
The airport exits were chaos, and the highway was worse—littered with burning and overturned cars, mostly caddies and SUVs. Luckily Cap’s Hummer H-1 was big enough to crunch through the debris. 
 Some awesome tragedy has occurred, thought Vince, whose newsman “antennae” were on “full alert,” taking in the scenes of destruction all around.
The hotel driveway was blocked by a burning bus, filled with screaming seniors, who were attempting to crawl out the narrow windows, without much success. 
“No problem,” said Cap, executing a U-turn. “You can stay at my house.” 
“Are you sure your wife won’t mind?” asked Vince. 
“Positive,” said Cap. “She’s a Born-Again. Do unto others and all that. My grubby son will hardly notice. And my daughter will be thrilled. You’re a TV personality, and you’re kind of cute.” 
“If you’re sure it’s no trouble,” said Vince. 
HOURS LATER
It was almost dark when they arrived at Cap’s modest two-story colonial in a leafy, woody suburb. 
They were met at the door by his punked-out daughter, Gotha. 
“They’re gone, Dad,” she said. 
“Who?” 
“Mom and Billy.” 
Rushing into the house, Vince and Cap saw two neat piles of clothing on the sofa, one large and one very small. 
“My wife was grossly overweight,” said Cap. “And my son was small for eight. This is their stuff all right. And this is my daughter, Gotha, sixteen.” 
“Eighteen,” said Gotha. She was covered with tattoos and piercings in odd places. She wore black lipstick, which looked funny with her rosy cheeks.
 She’s kinda cute, thought Vince. 
“We were watching the Jerry Springer Show,” said Gotha. “I was sitting on the couch between Mom and Billy when Jerry started to float upwards. I thought it was the horizontal hold, so I grabbed the remote from Billy, and I noticed that he was gone. Mom, too.” 
“Hmmm,” said Vince. “Your remote has a horizontal hold?” 
“Turns out it doesn’t,” said Gotha. “Once Jerry was gone, all the guests stopped fighting. They didn’t exactly make up, but they sat down and shut up. I had the feeling that even though the show was in trouble, the world was a better place, if you know what I mean.” 
“I think I do,” said Vince. He liked this girl. She had a way of looking on the bright side. 
“Did they like actually rise up through the ceiling?” Cap asked, looking up. “I’m asking because I don’t see any damage.” 
“Didn’t notice,” said Gotha. “I checked Oprah. She was gone. So was Ellen.” 
“Hmmmm,” said Vince. “First Class disappears. Then all the uniformed personnel. And then all the afternoon TV talk show hosts. There’s some kind of pattern here.” 
“I’m telling you,” said Cap, “it’s the Rupture. My wife and her colored preacher boyfriend are always talking about it.” 
“It’s Rapture, Dad,” said Gotha. “And he’s not her boyfriend, and he’s not colored, he’s African-American.” “Don’t contradict your father,” said Cap. He slapped her. 
 Hmmmm, thought Vince.  Maybe that’s why her cheeks are so rosy. 
TEN HOURS LATER
“I like the black lipstick,” said Vince. “And I like your rosy cheeks, too. But they don’t exactly go together. They make you look like a clown. Not that there’s anything wrong with that,” he added. 
“I know,” sighed Gotha. “It’s my dad. He’s always slapping me. That’s why I got all these tattoos.” 
“I like them too,” said Vince. They were in interesting places. “Where are you going?” he asked. 
Gotha was pulling on her panties. They had a skull and crossbones on the front panel, which was transparent otherwise. 
“It’s morning,” she explained. “If Dad finds me in bed with you, he’ll slap me.” 
“Maybe you should slug him,” said Vince. Even though, or perhaps because, he had never been married, he was a believer in women’s liberation. 
“Hmmmmm,” said Gotha. 
TWENTY MINUTES LATER
After waiting a decent interval, Vince went downstairs, where he found Gotha and her father in the kitchen, drinking coffee and listening to the radio. 
“Hannity is gone,” said Cap, speaking though a paper towel. He had a bloody nose. “So is Rush. I’m beginning to worry about Dr. Laura.” 
“Good riddance to them all,” said Gotha. 
He slapped her. She slugged him. 
“Is there any news on?” asked Vince. He was interested in the news, but also eager to change the subject. 
Gotha spun the dial: 
 “...the sudden disappearance of millions of world leaders last night and night before last as the world turned. The twenty-four hour event is expected to lead to crises and shortages as uniformed security personal, corporate CEOs, and many leading celebrities have also mysteriously...” 
“I’m telling you, it’s the Rupture,” said Cap. 
“Rap—Sure!” said Gotha. “Jesus Christ!” 
He slapped her. She slugged him. 
“Can I use your phone?” asked Vince. “I should call the network and tell them I’m OK.” 
MINUTES LATER 
“Find out anything?” asked Cap. He was sitting at the kitchen table nursing a black eye with a steak. 
“No luck,” said Vince. “The network has shut down. The suits are all gone.” 
“The suits?” asked Gotha. Her cheeks were a little less rosy than before.
“The execs,” said Vince. “Actually, their suits are still there, but there’s no one in them. Apparently I’m out of a job.” 
“Good for you,” said Gotha. “You’re way too cute to work for those corporate greedheads who control and distort the news in order to keep the people enslaved and fed on lies.” 
“I never thought of it like that before,” said Vince. 
“No TV news!” said Cap. “How are we going to figure out what is going on?” 
“Alternative radio!” said Gotha. “Pacifica is still on!” She spun the dial again: 
 “...without the heads of state. The new Secretary General of the United Nations, Vlad, has declared a new World Government. And now for ten hours of uninterrupted harmonica music played by chimpanzees...” 
“World Government,” said Gotha. “That’s got to be a good thing!” 
“Sounds commie to me,” said Cap. “And what kind of name is Vlad?” 
“I can find out,” said Vince. “I have a secret contact in the UN. If somebody can give me a ride.”
“My Hummer is on empty,” said Cap, “and all the gas stations are closed. It was on the radio.” 
“I can help,” said Gotha, putting on black goggles.
They looked cool. 
ONE HOUR LATER 
“This is the place,” said Vince. 
They were on Gotha’s big black BMW motorcycle, pulling up to the UN parking garage. 
“Wait here,” Vince said. “I must do this alone.” 
Gotha nodded and shut off the motorcycle. 
Notebook in hand, Vince made his way up to Level Four, Area B, where he had arranged to meet with Leak Throat, his secret UN informant. 
He heard footsteps. 
“New shoes?” he asked, without turning around. “Nikes.” 
“You’re good,” said Leak. “Perhaps too good for your own good.” 
“Never mind that,” said Vince, cutting right to the chase. “What’s the scoop on this new World Government? What kind of name is Vlad?” 
“Romanian,” said Leak. 
“Yikes.” 
“There’s worse,” said Leak, in a hoarse whisper. “It’s all tied in with the attacks on Israel and the recent disappearance of millions. It’s the End Times, the Last Days. This Vlad character is actually the Anti-“ 
Suddenly Leak’s head exploded in a shower of blood, brain and bone. The sound of the shot came a split second later. 
“Christ!” said Vince, as he made his way back down to the waiting motorcycle. “I wonder what he was trying to tell me.” 
ONE HOUR LATER 
“There’s definitely something strange going on,” Vince said. He was back in the kitchen with Cap and Gotha. “I think it’s tied in with the angels I saw defending the Israeli settlements. And the mysterious disappearances. pearances. And maybe even the Old Testament prophet who uttered stuff in the desert.” 
“This harmonica music is driving me nuts,” said Cap. “Whoever told these chimps they could play?” 
“I think it’s time we talked with The Preacherman,” said Gotha. 
“The Preacherman?” 
“Mom’s African-American minister,” said Gotha. 
“Colored boyfriend,” said Cap. 
She slugged him. 
TWENTY-TWO MINUTES LATER 
Three on a motorcycle? Don’t ask. They managed.
“I think you should stop slugging your father,” said Vince, as they pulled up in front of the Kristal Kathedral and jumped off, one by one. 
“I think so too,” said Cap. 
“I’ll think about it,” said Gotha. “But understand, I’m still way behind.” 
The Kristal Kathedral was a huge mega-church, as big as the Superdome. The seats inside were empty. There was a pile of neatly folded clothing on each one. 
At the altar, a handsome, vigorous middle-aged Black man was kneeling. Vince thought he was praying at first. But as they approached, they saw that he was weeping. 
“I got left behind,” he blubbered. 
“No shit,” said Gotha, looking around at all the empty seats. “And where’s Mom?” 
“Raptured,” said The Preacherman. “Along with everybody else in my congregation but me.” 
He wiped his eyes and looked around. “What’s your Dad doing?” 
Cap was up in the seats, going through the pants pockets. “Just looking for change,” he called down. 
“You’re wasting your time,” said The Preacherman. “I already cleaned them out.”
“Before or after?” asked Gotha. 
“It’s an ongoing process,” said The Preacherman. “Let’s go downstairs to my office, where we can talk.” 
SHORTLY THEREAFTER
“Maybe it was the bunker that saved you,” suggested Gotha. 
They were seated in The Preacherman’s modest half-acre office, in a bunker under the stadium.
“Negative,” he said. “The Vice-President was in his bunker, cleaning his bird gun, and he’s gone. I read it on the blogs.” 
“What about the President?” asked Vince. 
“Gone too,” said The Preacherman. “He was out in the open, cutting brush. All they found was a chainsaw and jeans. And a nice leather jacket. A replica of a WWII A1 flight jacket.” 
“He was a flyer,” said Cap. 
“He’s sure as Hell flying now,” said The Preacherman. “Now, what can I do for you folks? Are you interested in joining my congregation? We have plenty of seats.” 
A tear appeared in his eye, but was quickly wiped away. 
“Negative,” said Gotha. “This is Vince Kirkorian, the TV newsman. He wants to know what’s going on.” 
“Former TV Newsman,” Vince corrected. “But I still have the newsman’s hunger to get at the facts behind all these strange occurrences.” 
“Occurrence,” said The Preacherman. “Singular. It’s all one event.” 
“Which is?” Vince prodded. 
“The Rapture,” said The Preacherman. “We all knew it was coming. Jesus Himself grabbed all these folks by the scruffs of their necks, like kittens, and hoisted them straight up to Heaven. In spite of the fact that they were mostly overweight.” 
“But why?” Vince asked. 
The Preacherman shrugged. “Cause He could? Beats me. He’s supposed to be coming back for us all anyway, and soon. Why those folks got to jump the line, I don’t know.” 
“Could this have anything to do with the attacks on Israel and the new World Government?” 
“Of course,” said The Preacherman. “It’s the End Times, the Last Days. That Romanian dude running the UN is the Anti-Christ. World government. Israel attacked. Armageddon.” He thumped the Bible on his desk. “It’s all here in the Good Book.” 
“Told you!” said Cap. 
“The clock is running,” said The Preacherman. “Now there will be seven years of Tribulation, starting yesterday at 2:20 Eastern Daylight Time.” 
“During Jerry Springer,” said Gotha. 
“The Tribulation’s gonna make Jerry look like Oprah,” said The Preacherman. 
“What’s Tribulation?” asked Cap. 
“Trouble,” said The Preacherman. “Hard times. Flood and famine, plague and panic, hurricanes, forest fires, wars and rumors of war.” 
“Yikes,” said Cap. “What can we do?” 
“Ride it out,” said The Preacherman. “It’s all good, actually. After seven years Jesus returns and it’s hallelujah time. The Anti-Christ fouls out. Jesus hits all His free throws. All us foursquare born-agains get a championship ring.” 
“What about the rest of us?” Gotha asked. 
The Preacherman rolled his eyes, turned up his palms and shrugged. 
“I have to say, I find all this somewhat hard to swallow,” said Vince. “I don’t mean to question anybody’s sincerely-held religious faith, but surely you don’t actually believe all this crazy shit?” 
“Here,” said The Preacherman. He handed Vince the Bible. “Open it anywhere.” 
“And then what?” 
“Just do it. Open it and read.” 
Vince opened it and read. 
Bingo. 
“Jesus Christ!” he said. “It’s all true. I’ve been such a fool!” 
“Told you!” said The Preacherman, taking his Bible back. “Anybody else want to check it out?” 
“Not me,” said Gotha. 
“I’ll take Vince’s word for it,” said Cap. “He’s a TV newsman. Or was.” 
“Still am,” said Vince, shaken. “Only now I know the Truth.” 
ONE WEEK LATER
“How come everybody calls you the Preacherman?” asked Vince. “What’s your real name?” 
They were sitting around in the kitchen of Cap’s colonial home. The empty Kristal Kathedral was lonely, so The Preacherman had joined them. 
“That is my real name,” he said. 
“Huh?” 
“You know how Black folks like funny names? My Moms was down with that. She wanted me to go into the ministry so she named me The Preacherman.” 
“Oh,” said Vince. He had started out as a sports reporter and he remembered a basketball player named God Shamgodd. 
“But you can just call me The.” 
“Cool, The,” said Vince, who was on a first-name basis with celebrities around the world. 
“I just checked all the blogs,” said Gotha. She was sitting at the computer. “Looks like this Rapture business is for real. The politicians, the corporate bigwigs, the greedheads—they’re all gone for good.” 
“You mean for bad!” said Cap. “No big oil CEOs means no gasoline. My SUV is just a hunk of tin!” 
“That means no more global warming,” said Gotha. “Look on the bright side.” 
“No government means no more wars,” said Vince, looking on the bright side. It was new to him but he was beginning to enjoy it. 
“No more big wars, anyway,” said The.
“Agribiz is shutting down,” said Gotha, scrolling through another blog. “No more farm subsidies.” 
“That means no Fritos,” said The. 
“And what about money?” said Cap. “Once the ATMs are empty, we’re out of luck with no bankers to refill them.” 
“Who needs money!” said Gotha. 
“You always liked mine,” said her father. “You spent it all on tattoos and black lipstick.” 
Gotha started to slug him but didn’t. “I’m giving it up,” she said, lowering her fist. 
“Good. That’s the Christian way,” said The. 
“The Christian Way was turning the other cheek,” Vince pointed out. “That’s why her cheeks were so rosy. She looked like a clown.” 
“What’s wrong with that?” asked Cap. 
“My knuckles are sore anyway,” said Gotha. 
“I kinda miss Fritos,” said The. 
ONE WEEK LATER 
“I’m bored,” said Cap. “The airlines are all shut down. I’m a pilot without a plane.” 
“What about me?” said Vince. “I’m a TV newsman without a network.”
“I’m a preacher, but I have no congregation,” said The. 
“Quit your whining,” said Gotha. “It’s only for seven years. Then the world comes to an end.” 
“She’s right!” said The, thumping his Bible. “When Jesus comes back, He’ll take us all to Heaven. Some of us anyway.” 
“Don’t pack your best suit,” Cap said. “You’re going to Hell for fooling with my wife.” 
“That’s a lie,” said The. “We never went below the waist, on her, anyway.” 
“Seven years is a long time,” Vince said, eager to change the subject. “What do we do in the meantime?”
“Let’s start a rock band!” said Gotha. 
“A rock band has to have a cool name,” Vince pointed out. 
ONE WEEK LATER 
“I’ve got it!” said Gotha. “We can call ourselves the Tribs.” 
“Good idea,” said Cap. “If I can learn to unhook a bra with two fingers, I can learn to play a strat.” 
“I was a news anchor,” said Vince. “I can play bass.” 
“I’ll be the drummer,” said The. “There’s a drum machine in the back of Snoop Dogg’s overturned Escalade out on the freeway.” 
“If we have a drum machine we won’t need a drummer,” Vince pointed out. 
“Somebody has to turn it on and off,” said The. “And every rock band needs a niggah.” 
“African-American,” said Gotha. 
“Whatever,” said The. 
6.9 YEARS LATER 
“Another Grammy!” said Cap. “My fingertips are sore.” 
“I’m getting sick of these lame award ceremonies,” said The. “No red carpet, no parties...” 
“No record company suits,” Vince pointed out. “And no TV. No Joan Rivers.” 
They were in Hollywood, lounging around an empty pool filled with trash. 
“Quit your whining,” said Gotha. She was not only the lead vocalist of the Tribs, she was also the manager. “We needed that award. I’m going after the biggest gig of the year.” 
“Opening for the Stones?” asked Cap. “I hear they’re doing another Farewell Tour.” 
“Bigger than that,” said Gotha, firing up the band’s big black BMW boxer. “Get on, or in. Let’s go!” 
DOWN THE ROAD 
“I don’t see why we have to drive all the way across the country,” said Cap. “Can’t we just book the gig by phone?” 
“There are no phones,” Gotha reminded him. “And we need to meet personally with the World Leader. He’s planning a big to-do at Burning Man. With any luck, the Tribs will be the opening band for his first Personal Appearance.” 
“First and last,” said The. “He’s the Anti-Christ! His time is almost over. Plus he’s evil.” 
“Look on the bright side,” said Gotha. “He’s made the world a better place, what with World Citizenship and all. He can’t be all bad.” 
“I’m inclined to agree,” said Vince. He often found himself agreeing with Gotha. They were an item. He rode on the back of the BMW, behind her. Her father and The Preacherman were stuffed into the sidecar, taking turns sitting on each other’s lap. 
“What about all this trash?” asked Cap. 
“And all these buffalo?” asked The. 
The road was cluttered with debris, and the traffic was often blocked by herds of buffalo. But there wasn’t all that much traffic anyway. 
“Buffalo are cool,” said Gotha, swerving to avoid a herd which was fleeing Indians on horseback, who were intent on eating their livers since the casinos all were closed. 
“She has a point,” said Vince. “Even with the Tribulation, life is better for the buffalo, and for the Indians as well.” 
“I have to admit,” said Cap, who was raised on a farm, “that the countryside is prettier without all that agribiz.” 
“I miss Fritos,” said The. “But it is true that things are better for Black folks, since the prisons have all shut down. No cops, no guards, no War on Drugs.” 
“And all the thug rappers Raptured,” added Gotha, lighting a joint without slowing down and passing it to Vince.
FURTHER DOWN THE ROAD 
“Ow!” said Cap. 
He had just been beaned by a hailstone. They were as big as baseballs. 
“I told you to wear a helmet,” said Gotha. They were speeding across Indiana. It looked exactly the same as before the Rapture, except for the size of the hailstones. 
“The Tribulation means terrible weather,” said The, covering his head with his Bible. “Storms and floods and plagues and fires. You can’t say we weren’t warned.” 
“You mean WE can’t say YOU weren’t warned,” Vince pointed out. “We never believed in any of it, remember?” “Look on the bright side,” said Gotha. “What about those tornados that took out all the Wal-Marts? That was cool!” 
“I could have done without the locust plague that ate up Las Vegas,” said Cap. “I had two unused buffet comps for the Flamingo.” 
“I could have done without the tsunami that washed across Florida,” said The. “They had a discount for clergy at the Magic Kingdom.” 
“And we both have to pee,” said Cap. 
“Quit complaining and cross your legs,” said Gotha. “We’ll be in New York in sixteen hours.” 
SIXTEEN HOURS LATER 
The UN building was surrounded by barbed wire and security guards with AK-47s. They all had the same badge number: 666. 
“No pasarán,” they said when the Tribs approached the main gate. 
“That’s Spanish,” said The. “It means ‘Forget it. Turn around and go home. Beware the Anti-Christ!’” 
“Are you sure?” asked Gotha. “We’ve come all this way.” 
“Positive,” said The. “I had a multi-cultural congregation in the Kristal Kathedral days. I speak three languages.” 
“I’m impressed,” said Vince. “English, Spanish and what?” 
“Ebonics. Not much call for it these days, with all the thug rappers gone. Sorta like Yiddish.” 
“No pasarán!” repeated the security guards. 
“We’ve come all this way,” said Gotha, gritting her teeth. “I say we bum-rush the joint.” 
SUDDENLY 
“Let them through,” said a sweet voice. 
Cap was amazed. It was Amy, his former First Class Flight Attendant. 
“What are you doing here?” he asked, as she ushered them inside the UN, to the World Leader’s Private Chambers. 
“I’m his girl friend,” said Amy. 
Cap felt a stab of jealousy. “You let him unhook your bra?” he whispered, hoping his daughter couldn’t hear. 
“I heard that,” said Gotha. 
“He doesn’t have to,” said Amy. “I don’t have to wear one anymore.” 
MOMENTS LATER 
They entered a huge room decorated all in black and red. There was no furniture, just a TV and a Mr. Coffee. And a big cardboard box with 666 on it. 
“Bow to the box,” said Amy. 
They all bowed to the box: even The (who kept his fingers crossed); even Vince, who believed in equality as a principle. “But when in Rome—” he muttered, as he bent a knee. 
“Forget Rome,” said a Voice from inside the box. “Those dolled-up dudes are all dearly departed.” 
“Good riddance,” said Gotha. “It’s a better world now, even though it’s not perfect.” 
“Flattery will get you everywhere,” said The Voice from inside the box. “Come closer.” 
They all inched closer. There were two little holes in one of the 6s, and Vince could see eyes inside. “This is like the Wizard of Oz,” he said. 
“The Wizard of Oz was a phony,” said the Voice from Inside the Box. “I am the Real Thing. The Anti-Christ, the World Ruler, the Dark One, the Prince of Lies.” 
“We know who you are, Vlad!” said The. He held his Bible in front of him, like a shield. “Show your face!” he said. “We fear you not.” 
“Speak for yourself,” said Cap. 
“He doesn’t like to show his face,” Amy said. “That’s why no one but me has ever seen him in person.” 
“Ah, but we know his evil deeds!” said The. “His One-World government has destroyed Israel, the Promised Land. Oh, woe.” 
“Oh, woe yourself,” said the Voice from the Box. “I didn’t destroy Israel, I just moved it to Europe, where it belongs.” 
“It’s true,” said Vince. “I got an email from Dr. Kramer, who says his bio-gen fish are doing much better in the rich Polish soil. He’s cool with it. He was never comfortable with the idea of stealing Palestinian land.” 
“So it’s OK to steal Polish land?” demanded The. 
“The Poles owe us—I mean, them,” said the Voice. “So do the Ukrainians, not to mention the Germans. Besides, you can’t make an omelet without breaking legs.” 
“Eggs,” said Vince. 
“Whatever,” said the Voice in the Box. “Let’s don’t argue. What can I do for you?” 
“He doesn’t like to argue,” said Amy. 
“It’s what we can do for you,” said Gotha. “We have a proposal.” 
“I don’t know proposal,” said the Voice. “You seek a boon?” 
“A gig,” said Gotha. “You’ll need a band for the big to-do at Black Rock City. Your first personal appearance.”
“And last,” said The, from behind his Bible. 
“Shut up, The!” hissed Gotha. “You’re in luck, Mr. Anti-Christ. The Tribs are free.” 
“I’ll think about it,” said the Voice. “Show me your titties.” 
“You’d better not,” said Amy. 
But Gotha did. She lifted her tee shirt. 
“Cute,” said the Voice. “You’ve got the job. Scale. Now get out of here. It’s hot in this box.”
MINUTES LATER 
“Sorry about that,” Gotha said, pulling down her tee shirt as Amy escorted them out to the street. “Showbiz, y’know.” 
“It’s OK,” said Amy. “Just makes me look better.” 
“It’s true,” said Gotha’s dad. “Hers are like ripe fruit hanging from the Tree of Life.” 
Gotha felt like slugging him but didn’t. 
WEEKS LATER 
Gotha’s big black BMW boxer sped through the garbage and debris that littered northern Nevada. They were on their way to Black Rock City, where the Anti-Christ was scheduled to make his first public appearance.
“We’ll finally get to see his face,” said Gotha. “Close up, too, since we’ll be on stage with him. Wonder if he’s cute?” 
“The Prince of Lies?” scoffed The. “The Dark One? The Anti-Christ? Cute?” 
“You are always so negative,” Cap pointed out. 
The ignored him. “At least we’ll only have to see his ugly mug for an instant or so. The Seven Years of Tribulation will be over tonight. If the Good Book is right, and so far it has been, Jesus will return at exactly midnight and send the Anti-Christ and all his followers straight to Hell.” 
“What happens to us?” asked Vince. 
“I go to Heaven for sure,” said The. “I’m a sinner, but Jesus has forgiven me. He may forgive you guys, too, and take you with Him, or He could pitch you right on down to Hell with the Anti-Christ. He can be pretty strict.” 
“Can’t you put in a word?” asked Cap. “I forgave you for fooling around with my wife.” 
“We never went below the waist,” The reminded him, “on her, anyway, and He’s not going to listen to me or anybody else. He may have already made up His mind, or He may decide on the spot. For all I know, you may get points for playing in a rock band.” 
“Can’t we just stay here?” asked Gotha. “We have another gig next week, in Petaluma.” 
“That’s just a street fair,” said The. “And besides, the world will come to an end when Jesus returns. There won’t be any Petaluma.” 
“I won’t miss Petaluma,” said Vince thoughtfully. “Though I will miss the world.” 
HOURS LATER 
Black Rock City was a huge traffic jam of weird bicycles ridden by nudes, wobbling between cars covered with kewpie dolls, plastic ponies, beads and rhinestones. 
“Art cars,” said Vince. 
“Ugh,” said Gotha. 
In the center of it all was a huge wicker statue that looked vaguely (that is, exactly) like Timothy Leary. Some drunks were trying to set it on fire. 
“Got a light?” they asked. 
The Tribs ignored them and set up on stage between two speakers shaped like gigantic skulls. 
“This makes Woodstock look like a hootenanny!” said Gotha. She put her black lips up to the mike and ran a sound check: “Check 3-2-1!” 
“Six six six,” boomed the echo in return. 
“What’s a wood stock?” asked Cap, tuning his strat. 
“What time is it?” asked Vince. It was dark. A cold wind was rising. His watch had stopped. 
He shivered. 
‘ROUND MIDNIGHT 
A half a million people, most of them stoned, many of them nude, and all of them covered with bodypaint and dust, gathered around the stage. 
The Tribs were surprised to find that they were the only act. They were even more surprised when Amy appeared and handed them a playlist of only one song. 
“There’s no water and only two portajohns,” she said. “Better start playing now!” 
Cap struck a funky chord. Gotha approached the mike and wailed, “Please allow me to introduce myself...” 
The crowd went wild as The punched PLAY on his drum machine. 
Vince picked up his bass. Behind him he saw a huge cardboard box being lowered onto the stage by a crane. 
It had 666 on it. 
“I am a man of wealth and taste...” 
AT MIDNIGHT 
“What the...?” 
The Tribs were rocking the “house” when Cap’s strat went suddenly silent; so did The’s drum machine, Vince’s bass and Gotha’s mike. 
Amy had unplugged them. 
It was 12:00. 
The applause was deafening. 
The silence that followed was even more so. 
The box in the center of the stage was slowly lifting, as if by magic. The crowd gasped as they saw the slim figure sitting in a lotus position underneath it. 
He stood, and the crowd gasped again. 
There was no mistaking that gentle, wise face, those scratchy robes, that crown of thorns. 
“Jesus Christ!” exclaimed Cap. 
“Bingo,” said Jesus, with a smile. 
“It was you all along!” said The, falling to his knees.
“Rise up, faithful dude,” said Jesus, helping him to his feet. “It was and it wasn’t me. Think of it as a yinyang thing. I’ll explain later. But first, I’ve got one last job to do.” 
He grabbed the dead mike stand and, swinging it like a club, ran through the parked cars that surrounded the stage, sending kewpie dolls and plastic ponies, beads and rhinestones flying. 
Then he climbed back onto the stage and cast the mike stand aside. 
“A little action is good for the soul,” He said. “I haven’t had so much fun since I trashed the temple. Imagine gluing all that shit on a car!” 
“He likes cars,” said Amy. 
“Whatever,” said Gotha. “But what now? Is it Heaven or Hell for us?” 
“Neither,” said Jesus, spreading His arms wide and addressing the crowd. He didn’t need a mike; everyone could hear Him just fine. 
“Listen up, humankind,” He said. “Here’s the deal. The Earth is yours, but you have to pick up all this garbage and quit trashing it. Share everything equally. No more rich and poor.” 
“That’s communism!” shouted someone from the crowd. 
“Bingo,” said Jesus. “It’s never been properly tried, and now it’s up to you all to make it happen. Just follow these simple rules.” 
“Rules?” said Gotha. She didn’t like rules. 
“The Ten Commandments,” said The. “I told you He was strict!” 
“Pay attention,” said Amy. 
“I’ve trimmed the list,” said Jesus. “It’s the Three Commandments now. Listen up: 
 1. Do unto others as you would have them do unto you. 
 2. Love your neighbor as yourself. 
 3. No more art cars. 
“What about Heaven?” asked The, clearly disappointed. “What about Eternal Life and the forgiveness of sins?” 
Jesus hugged him. “I forgave you all long ago, dude. Especially you! And you wouldn’t like Heaven, not after playing in a rock band. It’s a white bread scene. I have to go there and hang out, since my Old Man’s expecting me, but you’ll have a better time here. Promise.” 
“What happened to all those who were Raptured,” asked Vince. He was starting to feel like a news-man again, looking for answers. 
“Let’s just say that they were recycled,” said Jesus. He pulled a bag from under his scratchy robes and handed it to Amy. “Pass these wafers around.” 
They were like animal crackers with human faces. 
“They taste like Fritos!” said The. 
“They taste funny to me,” said Cap. 
“They’re not so bad,” said Amy, tossing handfuls to the crowd. ”Once you get started you can’t stop eating them.” 
“So the Rapture was just a way to get all the bad elements out of the way so we could begin to make the world better?” said Vince, munching on a Murdoch. 
“Bingo,” said Jesus. “And this Rapture wasn’t the first Rapture. What do you think happened to all those dinosaurs?” 
“Those  other dinosaurs, you mean,” said Gotha. “But I have one more question. Who folded all those clothes?” 
“Mary Magdalene,” said Jesus. “She takes care of the domestic stuff.” 
“First I’ve heard about a Mary,” muttered Amy. “I’m outta here.” 
And she was. 
SEVERAL HOURS LATER 
The sun was rising. It looked new every day, but it looked especially new today, Vince thought. 
After a long round of hugs, handshakes and autographs in Aramaic, the immense crowd had followed Jesus to the center of Black Rock City. There they watched in solemn silence as He climbed to the top of the Leary-looking wicker man. 
“He’s not wearing anything under that scratchy robe,” said Gotha, admiringly. 
“So?” asked Vince, resentfully. 
“So, he’s kinda cute.” 
“Don’t leave us!” the crowd shouted. They were waving little lighted crosses. 
“Please!” said Jesus, looking pained, “put those things away!” He spread His arms and balanced on the head of the wicker man. “It’s time for me to say so long. I love you all to death, but I’ve got to split and I won’t be back. I’ve got other worlds to attend to.” 
The crowd moaned. He stopped them with one raised hand. 
“It’s up to you now. Don’t blow it. Love one another. Get to work building a decent world and make me proud.” He looked around. “You can begin by picking up all this trash.” 
“But who will rule us!?” the crowd shouted. 
“You’ll have to rule yourselves,” said Jesus. “You’ve already started. Keep it up. The Three Commandments are right there in the Good Book.” 
He pointed down at The, who was holding up his Bible. 
“Two of them, anyway. And for the day-to-day practical stuff—” 
He reached into His robe and pulled out a cell phone, a nifty little Nokia, and tossed it down toward Gotha. 
“If you get confused or need advice, call her.” 
“Me?” said Gotha, catching the phone. “Why me?” 
“Why not?” said Jesus. “You’re cute, you’re smart, and you have a program.”
“I do?” 
“Sure. ‘From each according to their abilities, to each according to their needs.’ You studied Marxism in college, didn’t you?” 
“You did?” asked Vince, impressed. 
“I went to Berkeley,” said Gotha. “I told Dad it was a music school.” 
“I just thought you misspelled it,” said Cap. 
“There He goes!” said The, blinking back a happy tear. 
And indeed, there He went—straight up into the stars. 
SIXTY-SIX YEARS LATER 
“Enough with the autographs,” said Gotha. “Get on the train.” 
“The fans expect it,” said The. “And this damned ball point keeps skipping.” 
“Nobody said it would be a perfect world,” Vince pointed out. “Just a better one.” 
Even in their old age, the Tribs were still packing them in, thanks to Cap’s cascading guitar solos, The’s afrobeat drum machine, and Vince’s rock-solid bass anchor. 
Not to mention Gotha’s wild vocals. 
“Sometimes I’m afraid we’re going to live forever after all,” she groaned, settling into her seat as the train got underway. She was almost eighty (she had quit lying about her age) and her tattoos were so wavy with wrinkles that a skull might look like a heart. They were still in interesting places, though. 
She and Vince were still an item. They often brought their grandchildren along when they played gigs in two-bit burgs like Denver and Des Moines. It made life on the road more fun. 
“Eternal Life would suit me,” said Cap. He was almost a hundred. “Maybe I could finally get those Hendrix licks down.” 
“Eternal Life is a metaphor,” said The, thumping his worn Bible. “Jesus was speaking in parables. Don’t ask me why.” 
“Cause He could?” suggested Gotha. 
“We have our season, like all creatures on this planet,” said Vince, who was realistic as always but no longer cynical. “And then it’s done. I wouldn’t want it any other way. If our biggest ambition was to hang around some Heaven forever, we wouldn’t have taken care of this planet for our children. And grandchildren.” 
“And great-grandchildren,” said Cap, who was tenderly watching one smear snot on his strat. 
“Enough!” said Gotha, shooing three kids off her old, bony, but still cute lap. “I need a nap. You kids go look out the window at the scenery—or something.” 
The engineer blew the whistle just for fun. The kids ran to the window to watch for buffalo. 
Vince held Gotha’s hand while she slept. He looked over the children, out the window, at the passing scenery. 
 Or something, indeed, he thought: 
Fish in the ponds, corn in the fields, cattle on the hillsides, and the whole sweet world gliding by, slowly, out of sight.
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