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CHAPTER ONE—A PIECE OF CAKE
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“Piece of cake,” said Ralph as he punched a bony fist in the air and threw a half-full garbage bag over his shoulder. “We snuck into Syria.” He broke into a shuffling jog toward the van for Aleppo, which sat at the end of a very long parking lot.

Doug sped ahead. “I’m a dunce to go along on this crazy trip, even to steer clear of my conniving kids. And mark my words, it won’t be a piece of cake, because you always get into arguments about religion.”

Doug’s posh British accent was as thick as syrup, which he considered license to say anything and get away with it. “Aleppo isn’t going to be as easy as Mr. Mustafa said,” he added stuffily, “even with the so-called safety guarantee. And you don’t have to run for a bus in this part of the world. They never leave until the next one shows up.”

“Unless a bomb goes off.”

“Then we really don’t want to hurry.”

At eighty years old, Ralph was unable to keep more than a foot ahead of speed-walking Doug, who was a mere whippersnapper at seventy-nine.

Doug sniffed. “I do so enjoy watching you carry your stuff around in a garbage bag. You can be an embarrassing sort of chap to travel with.”

Ralph gasped, trotting to keep up with Doug. “No decent packs in Antioch. And you bad- mouthed the one with the nice camera compartment in Baku. Could have been a souvenir of the disaster in The World Is Not Enough. Surely you remember that James Bond movie?”

“I do not,” Doug said, snorting. “Real Brits don’t watch that James Bond claptrap.”

Doug’s stiff upper lip dissolved in a sneeze as he sped into the edge of a whirlwind swirling across the Syrian side of the Bab-al-Hawa border crossing. Their Columbia travel togs flapped like loose sails in a gale, making them look like stick figures on the back of a soccer mom’s van, tall Doug and stumpy Ralph.

The dust devil churned bags of paper and plastic into a whirligig of grime, making Doug duck and weave, buffeted by the wind. He walked hunched over with the top of his huge orange pack high over a white mop of hair, his mournful brown eyes tearing as the dust cut visibility to inches. The parking lot of little white Ladas and Toyotas had disappeared in the choking dust, the kind they hadn’t seen since day thirty-seven of forty-four days by camel from Zagora, Morocco to Timbuktu.

Ralph rasped, holding onto his hat as he spat blindly. “The Marine will lead us free of this pestilence.”

“If you’d keep your mouth shut, you wouldn’t have a problem, ever,” snapped Doug, wiping his face with a grimy sleeve. “And you’re not a Marine.” Doug was calm and carrying on, though his huge backpack was being whiplashed by the mini tornado as they dodged around cars in the endless parking lot. “You’re a dope, telling that chap in Yerevan you were a Marine. He only admired your pathetic crew cut to sell you a rug. And now you’re a Marine?” Doug laughed. “You have a delusion of physical fitness or old-timer’s disease. Eh, you’re probably just sliding toward senility.” A gust tossed Doug and his pack sharply sideways, but Doug swiveled right back on course.

“Okay,” said Ralph, taking a deep breath. “The Marine has led us clear of the twister.” He pivoted a few degrees to the left, on a straight shot for the van to Aleppo.

Ralph took off his glasses and wiped his eyes. “Buses always make me run.” He whipped off the baseball cap with Arizona written across it and wiped his forehead below a scraggly white crew cut in the process of disappearing. “If we don’t catch the next bus, we’ll have to walk miles and miles.” Ralph puffed, rubbing his face in a smear on the yellow sleeve. “And don’t give me any crap. I paid the baksheesh to the border guard, and as usual you didn’t spend a cent.”

“You’re on assignment. You can expense it. Anyway, it’s your turn to gift a fiver to the cause.”

“Me? You’re a royal cheapskate!” He glared at Doug. “From now on we’re splitting everything half and half.”

Doug and Ralph were in a partnership of penny pinchery to stretch the dollar further than it had ever been stretched before. Ralph was a travel writer and self-proclaimed expert in theology while Doug was a globetrotter dedicated to outwitting his grasping children. It’d be easy to imagine them standing under the wobbly gunpoint of a mugger, holding their chins in their hands like Jack Benny, deciding between their money and their lives.

Doug swept along in a speed walk. “The so-called Marine crew cut is nigh nonexistent. But I assume that’s why you wear the silly baseball cap. Though at your age, baldness is hardly premature.”

Ralph considered Doug’s diction his only redeeming quality, which Doug took as an admission of British superiority over the uncultured American dialect, which had obviously emerged from the ill breeding of former colonists.

At Doug’s glare, Ralph said, “I know you’d rather walk to Aleppo. But when you walk I have to run to keep up. Kids these days have no respect for their elders, driving the wisest in the clan to exhaustion.”

“You poor old codger,” said Doug. “I’m not convinced you’re actually older than I am. You probably just look older because you’re out of shape. Otherwise you wouldn’t have to run to keep up.”

They were yards away when the front door of the van opened, and the driver emerged in a grubby white robe split to his armpits. Ralph ran furiously as the driver started to close the sliding door of the minibus, pulling ahead of Doug at the last second. The driver jumped out of the way as Ralph pivoted and jumped, agile as an old goat, landing inside the jam-packed van.

Cracked black vinyl covered ancient bench seats topped by tube like roll bars. The two front benches were full, black-clad ladies of ample girth filling the front seat while the second bench contained a skinny woman smushed by two vast figures in full-length black niqabs.

Heads turned and eyes peeked through narrow black slits as Ralph scrambled inside. A rainbow of tassels was thumb-tacked to the ceiling of the van and green plastic grapes garnished the dash where two Barbie dolls were propped. The dolls wore headscarves and full-length black robes with only their wee faces visible.

Seven males were crammed into the two back benches. Three wore luxurious beards while the other four were beardless—a plump young man, two teenagers, and a glowingly cute kid about twelve years old with a cherubic face as smooth as a baby’s butt.

The plump young man’s clean-shaven face glistened above a grape-colored scarf with a matching white-and-purple-checked turban that complemented his lavender robe. He smirked at Ralph and patted his lap as Doug swung in behind Ralph.

“This van is too full already,” said Ralph. “I know the border guard said it’s not safe to stand while the bus is driving and you must have a seat, but I’m not sitting on that guy’s lap.”

Doug looked at the black-costumed women, whispering at Ralph, “You still have the safety guarantee, don’t you? You didn’t forget that.”

“For Christ’s sake, of course I have the safety guarantee. I’m not completely senile.” “Just checking in case you forgot something, again,” said Doug as he surveyed the crowd. “Assuming the border guard was right, which lap do you prefer? Otherwise we’ll have to wait for the next minibus. And what happens if someone checks our passports properly this time? They might notice we’ve been to Israel and deport us.”

The bus driver slammed the sliding door against their skinny butts, forcing them inside. “If we waited for the next bus, we’d get decent seats,” said Ralph. “This one won’t leave until, like you said, the next one shows up, which could be any second. I’d rather wait than have to sit on that guy’s lap. Or maybe the border guard was bullshitting us, because I can’t remember a single country in this part of the world where folks don’t do standing room only.”

“On the other hand,” said Ralph, “Assad’s goons will march us to the border at gunpoint if they find out we’ve been to Israel.”

The bus driver opened his door and climbed languidly behind the wheel. Doug’s eyes glazed over. “You sit on that nice gentleman’s lap. You’ve always been good with gay guys, like the one in Borneo who had the hots for you.” Doug chuckled. “I suspect he was legally blind.”

The women were frozen in their turned-around positions. They had pulled their eye slits wide open to watch, while the men sat and stared. The chubby chap with the purple scarf had a goofy smile splashed across his face, patting his lap again as he flipped the scarf over his shoulder.

“I don’t see a single person whose lap I’d sit on for two seconds, much less an hour,” said Ralph.

“We should be able to shuffle these guys around,” said Doug. “Maybe the guy in the back, the one who looks like a skinny old farmer, would let one of the kids sit on his lap. He looks like a harmless fuck,” Doug said, enunciating the most regal “fuck” ever.

“Everyone smells like a dusty puppy, except ...” Ralph turned. “One of the ladies up front must have really sloshed on the perfume. Her, I think.” He pointed at the skinny figure who was fingering her eye slit even wider.

The bus driver started the engine and turned around, motioning for Doug and Ralph to take seats.

Doug directed. “I’ll sit on the farmer’s lap. You take the nice chap with the scarf.” “These guys look like the usual suspects,” said Ralph. “Even the kids look dangerous.

Well, except the little kid with the red beret and the bright blue eyes. He’d get a million likes on Facebook. I’m not so sure about the farmer and the guy next to him looks real dangerous. Let’s stack these kids up and make some butt room.”

Doug bowed to the cute kid with the red beret. “My good man, do you think you might sit on that gentleman’s lap?”

Doug pantomimed the kid moving to sit on the lap of the man who looked like a farmer. The farmer stared at Doug without a clue what was going on while Doug nodded and smiled enthusiastically, like anything he said was a done deal.

“And that skinny boy over there, you.” Doug pointed and then beckoned at a teenager with a fuzzy beard, blue turban, and cool sunglasses. “Come on over here.” He pointed at a spot on the closest bench. “Hold the child on your lap, and I’ll scrunch into your space. Okay? Okay.”

Doug held his head high, eyebrows arched over wrinkled cheeks, willing immediate obedience.

The really cute kid stared at Doug in disbelief as the teenager with the blue turban jumped up and said, “Okay, my ass, walking in here like you own the joint, bossing folks around. You must be ugly Americans.”

Doug yelled, “I’m not a bloody American.” Ralph stuttered, “Your English is very good...”

“Isn’t everyone’s English very good?” asked the kid, pushing mirrored sunglasses down on his nose, looking around the van.

Half solemnly shook their heads, saying, “Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes,” overlapping like a whisper of adders. Three women tittered, shushed by a harridan in black who sat in the front passenger seat.

The slender lady who’d fingered her eye slit wider practically ripped it open, peering at Ralph while the passengers started talking at once. The cute kid said, “He thinks I’m cute. What a moron.”

The skinny farmer on the back bench picked up a bowl and placed it on his lap, bewildered as he said, “What say? What say?” apparently exhausting his English.

“You’d better know I’m dangerous,” came from the back bencher with the leather jacket. The older stubby man with a henna beard said, “Welcome to Syria, gentlemen. We don’t wish to be unfriendly.” He smiled. “At least we don’t wish to be unfriendly yet.”

The pause was ominous as the man adjusted his sinuous gold-and-beige turban and briskly rubbed his hands. His deeply lined face was ringed by a firecracker-red beard and seemed genial as he yelled at the driver. “Get going. The next bus is coming up behind us.”

He turned to Ralph. “My name is Fahd. I’m from Gilgit. We must take a seat.”
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CHAPTER TWO—THE RIDE
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Ralph schmoozed. “I’m Ralph, and this is Doug. I lived in Gilgit for three weeks when I hiked around K2 and Nanga Parbat before heading to Karimabad.”

Doug and Ralph loved meeting new folks because they’d never met anyone who came from somewhere they hadn’t been. Meeting someone new was like old-home week, reminiscing about the most wonderful people and attractions where the new acquaintance lived, which was always someplace Doug had traveled and Ralph had written a travel story, and everyone they met loved it. Usually.

Ralph’s face lit up with the joy of an addiction. “I crossed into China from Passu on the way to Kashgar. I love Pakistan because it has the world’s most fabulous mountains, better than Nepal.”

Fahd shook his head and said sharply, “Sit down.” He scooted over to make room for Ralph and Doug.

The teenager with the cool sunglasses crowded into the back while the other teenager with the fuzzy white turban scrunched his face up like a prune, sitting gingerly on the lap of the chubby guy with the purple scarf. The van started with a jerk as the cute kid perched on the lap of the tough-looking man on the back bench.

Ralph threw the black garbage bag under the seat, and Doug grunted, pushing his huge orange pack into the corner. The minibus swayed as Doug and Ralph rushed into the narrow space between Fahd and the chubby guy. Ralph swiveled sideways to fit into the seat, feeling the garbage bag to confirm the presence of his camera.

They had barely scooted their skinny butts onto the seat when a whoomph from behind hit the minivan like a giant hand. An ear-piercing percussion threw the van forward like a whip, fish tailing the van and throwing the passengers onto the floor as the driver yanked the steering wheel, trying to keep the van from skittering onto its side. As Ralph fell sideways a ball of sun- bright yellow could be seen through the shattered back windows, curling like an atomic cloud, followed by glass raining on the heads of the shrieking passengers. Smoke billowed through the van. The minivan arriving from Aleppo had exploded in a fireball behind them.

The back windows behind the farmer and macho guy had imploded, cascading over the men and boys like a sparkle of diamonds. The women screamed continuously as everyone scrambled back onto the seats and they careened down the middle of the highway like a bucking bronco.

“Wow,” said Ralph on top of Doug, coughing as the smoke began to clear, blindly feeling around for his glasses. “It’s a good thing I made us run instead of waiting for the next bus, like some folks who don’t care about—”

“My arse,” said Doug, shifting Ralph’s bony butt. “You’re only alive because I move with such rapidity that you have to run. I saved your miserable life, you decrepit pansy. If we’d waited for the next bus like you wanted to, we’d be smithereens.” Doug smirked. “Of course, then you wouldn’t need glasses.”

“Oh my God, my glasses,” shrieked Ralph, holding them up as he scrambled back onto the seat. “The left lens is shattered. I won’t be able to see anything.”

“For pity’s sake,” snapped Doug. “You have another pair in that garbage bag of yours. Don’t be such a wuss.”

Ralph’s face reddened, and he avoided looking at Doug as he pulled the garbage bag to his chest and began searching for his spare glasses.

The minivan’s rear windows were missing, but the side windows and tires were intact. They dodged street vendors running toward the border, traffic rushing in all directions on and off and across the highway in chaos. Two women were still screaming as the driver finally steered down the proper side of the road, east toward Aleppo. The explosion had shaken dust from the ceiling, sifting beige powder over the black-clad ladies in front and causing a fit of sneezing.

The skinny lady, who had pushed her face halfway out of the niqab, was staring at Ralph and Doug. She flipped off her hood, baring her head and revealing eyes like black olives. She stared them down, looking like Salma Hayek on meth as dark hair swirled around her shoulders. “You two are dumb as a box of rocks. I can’t imagine why they let you across the border.”

The other women shrank in their costumes, except for a shrouded hulk in the front seat who turned around, opened her mouth slit with two dainty fingers, and screeched, “Shut up, Marcy, and cover yourself. Put the niqab back on. Now!”

Ralph and Doug slid down in their seats as Marcy shrugged. “Fuhgeddaboudit, I don’t do niqabs.” She turned away from the men with her nose raised at an angle, staring down the mother superior who turned back toward the front, intent on inspecting the Barbie dolls on the dash.

Except for Ralph and Doug, the men sat with open mouths, horror on their faces as they gaped at Marcy practically disrobing and speaking publicly to a man, showing her long hair to non-relatives, and sassing the matron. Such harlotry was unheard of in a strict Islamic country. They sat glassy-eyed, like they’d been hit by an earthquake on top of the explosion.

Fahd sighed, saying nothing. Marcy’s face was set like a cigar-store Indian’s, carved in wood and unyielding. An ancient fire engine clanged past them toward the border crossing, the shrill siren scaling up and abruptly down as it passed with revolving red lights.

“You’re the one with the perfume,” Ralph said. He gingerly brushed shards of glass off his Arizona cap, blinking furiously to get used to the old prescription in the spare glasses. “Are you from New York City?” he asked the back of Marcy’s head.

She muttered without turning around. “Nosy American. I’m from Joisey, across the Bridgegate, land of the fat Philistine.” Marcy turned around like she was spoiling for a fight. “I prefer Sharia law, better than Joisey law anytime.” She smiled at their incredulous stare.

Ralph ignored the hint of allegiance to ISIS. “There are bad laws in all countries. The only question is the percentage, which varies...” He trailed off.

Doug also ignored the elephant in the van, turning to Fahd. “Kind sir, thank you for helping with our seats, and especially for expediting a timely departure. It was almost like you knew—”

“My pleasure,” said Fahd as the passengers continued to pick bits of glass off their head gear and hair, in shock from the fireball and Marcy’s explosive mouth. “Though it wasn’t my intention to save two elderly infidels.” He smiled like a wolf. “If not me personally, someone will leap to acquire two Western hostages for the glory of the caliphate. For the glory of the Islamic State.”

Fahd held his arms high, the men cheered, and Ralph fisted his breastbone to restart his heart as the elephant in the van climbed onto the center of his puny chest.

Fahd bowed deeply, smiling at their incredulous looks. “Only crazy al-Qaeda uses indiscriminate suicide bombers, like back there. I’m not in contact with al-Qaeda.”

Fahd did a double take at their surprised looks. “Al-Qaeda blows up Sunni Muslims, the chosen, while knocking off very few infidels and Westerners. I don’t know whether al-Qaeda is unlucky or stupid. You know the difference between Shiites and Sunnis, don’t you?”

“I don’t know why the Sunnis are chosen or why ISIS cares,” Doug said loftily. Fahd smacked his forehead with the palm of his hand. “Marcy is right. You are dumb as rocks.”

Marcy smiled prettily, showing her dimples, an act sufficiently risqué to snare the rapt attention of the tough guy on the back seat. Whether his interest was in seducing Marcy or executing her for apostasy was unclear, perhaps one followed by the other.

Fahd frowned at Doug’s blank look. “We will exterminate al-Qaeda because it is insane. ISIS suicide bombers only kill Shiites and infidels.” He bowed. “ISIS are the good guys because Westerners are way down our list of enemies. We target Shiite apostates and Muslim governments from Saudi Arabia to Malaysia. Westerners are a distant third.”

Fahd assumed a kindly smile. “ISIS actually likes Westerners because they bring bounteous ransoms, look good in orange jumpsuits, and their videos go viral on YouTube. We hope against hope that the videos and suicide bombers will entice the Americans into our war.” Fahd smiled, his tanned face crinkling in merriment as he slashed a finger across his throat.

“I can understand that,” said Doug poshly, studiously ignoring Fahd’s rude gesture. “The best way to win a war is to lure the Americans in on the other side. Let’s see now, this has been true for the last...” He paused, doing the math. “For seventy-some years, the Americans have lost every war.”

It sounded like a BBC pronouncement, devastating news for the former colony. “That is very not nice,” stuttered Ralph, patting his throat to confirm it was still intact. “You might come up with some cockamamie argument, but that would be most unkind. Besides, we beat the stuffing out of Grenada and Panama. The world never appreciates how much we sacrifice to police the world for the benefit of ingrates.” Ralph placed a hand over his heart, looking suitably patriotic.

“The playground bully is often resented,” said Doug. Ralph ignored Doug. “Why does ISIS want to knock off Sunni governments?”

Fahd shook his head at the ignorance. “Ninety percent of Muslims are Sunnis and natural allies of ISIS. But secular governments are abhorrent to the Koran, which mandates a caliphate. The Koran allows no separation of mosque and state.”

Ralph cleared his throat. “Don’t confuse our governments with us, the unlucky peons under their thumbs. Minions are us,” he said, waving to include everyone on the bus. “We’re like apprentices under Trump.”

“No one messes with Trump,” said Doug, laughing. “Parliament debated barring Trump, but it just gave him more publicity. And then look what happened!”

Fahd cut in. “Why did you two idiots hop on a bus to Aleppo?” He stared at them. “ISIS is just east of Aleppo, and most of these fellows”—Fahd swept an arm to encompass the men— “are on their way to join up with ISIS.” He pointed up front. “And the ladies too. Though Marcy isn’t exactly a mainstream lady in a niqab.”

Fahd bowed in her direction. “Marcy is a wonderful asset for ISIS. She graduated from law school in Newark and aced the advanced course on Sharia law.”

Fahd clapped his hands and bowed toward Marcy. “Except for the gentleman you called a farmer and a harmless fuck, everyone else is joining ISIS. The farmer’s name is Islay, a Yazidi who went to Turkey to raise funds to ransom his daughter from ISIS.”

Fahd smiled with his teeth. “This makes Islay a fundraiser for ISIS and a very lucky man. If ISIS hadn’t declared the Yazidis heathens instead of deviant Muslims, the family would have been executed as apostates. You two are the only ones not serving ISIS; at least, not yet. You are truly the only worthless fucks on the bus.” Fahd smiled widely as if he might be joking.

Doug gave a pommy shriek. “You mean everyone except the farmer is joining ISIS and that you might join ISIS too, Mr. Fahd? Are you fuddled, Mr. Fahd? ISIS is a bevy of lawless thuggery.” Doug made “lawless thuggery” sound noble, rendering the meaning perceived by speakers of English as a second or third language, equally noble.

“Plus you’d be gormless as planks to take us hostage.” Doug shook his head as if the very idea were unthinkable. “We’re penniless old granddads with no one to bail us out. My worthless children lack both funds and clues and are fully occupied with begetting more worthless children. Our governments wouldn’t pony up a quid for two old farts like us.”

“Old farts” sounded like British nobility as he placed a hand over his heart. “They don’t give two hoots about us.” He blinked away tears in a performance to rival Sir Richard Burton in Hamlet, or perhaps Night of the Iguana.

Fahd smiled and tilted his head. “I could tell at first glance that you’re worthless. Whoops,” he said as the van dodged an ox cart and they sprawled against each other. They’d passed a few cone-shaped houses and were now wheezing by dusty fields. “But you have excellent potential in public relations for ISIS.”

Fahd held up his hands as if framing a picture, distracting Ralph, who sometimes did the same thing. “Imagine an American and a Brit, which is what I’m guessing you are.”

Fahd spread his hands as if envisioning the scene. “Heads lopped off on YouTube. It would be a sensation. You’d be the number one story, fifteen minutes of fame until the next big story, like Kim Kardashian nude.”

“That wouldn’t exactly be news,” said Doug. Fahd said, “I may not be a member of ISIS yet, but I am its number one recruiter in Pakistan. And you know how I did it?”

Ralph and Doug shook their heads, waiting for the punch line. 

Fahd obliged. “Miss Kardashian is my brilliant key to recruitment.” Fahd pounded his chest for emphasis. “She moves my imbecilic flock to fully comprehend the Islamic heaven promised to brave ISIS warriors who expire in battle, the reason for the overwhelming numbers flocking to ISIS from Gilgit. I slip the boys the right Kardashian photo, or maybe a really wrong one, and they, shall we say, eat it up.” He elbowed Ralph as if he’d just told an inside joke.

Fahd continued for the crowd. “The river of new ISIS recruits is flooding from the Middle East and Africa, even North America.”

Fahd exploded fists into fingers in front of their faces. “Recruits like the fine gentlemen in the back and the ladies up front.” Fahd smiled broadly at the women. “The ladies are a reward for our brave ISIS warriors. We are proud of Islamic women stepping up to do their part in the war effort.”

“More like lying down,” muttered Doug. “And likely a propitious circumstance that finds their faces and bodies concealed.”

Fahd caressed the tip of his hennaed mustache, contemplating the possibilities. “I assure you, Mr. Doug, that’s it’s quite the opposite. I can testify that many beautiful women wear the niqab, hijab, abaya, chador, khimar, and burqa. You never know whose charms may surpass those of Ms. Kardashian, especially if you like them ample, like I do.” He gave them a greasy smile.

“So,” said Doug, placing his fist as a make-believe mike in front of Ralph, “do you object to losing your head, or would starring on YouTube be the logical culmination of your travel- writing career?” Nervousness had crept between the plummy syllables.

Ralph shrugged. “Not to worry, because these gentlemen aren’t ISIS. They’re just joining up.”

Fahd high-fived Ralph. “You got it. We’re all on their way to join up, though I haven’t decided yet, which means none of us are a threat to errant Westerners. We first have to be interviewed by the Judge, who isn’t really a judge. He interviews recruits and assigns military specialties. Except for Marcy, who for some reason will interview with the caliph.” Fahd looked puzzled.

“That’s what I thought,” said Ralph, shaking his head at Doug’s naivety. “These guys are our new friends until way later in the week. Anyway, you know me. I don’t worry about things like ISIS. Everything is que sera.”

Doug groaned. “You are so full of it. Fahd’s finger across his throat turned you as white as Mr. Magoo. You were snarfeling out of his hand like a boot-licking sycophant. For a second I thought you might give him a smooch.”

Ralph waved Doug off. “Stop that. My complexion is naturally pale. I was having difficulty visualizing seventy-two Kardashians at one go.” He shakily prodded the floor of the van with a pretend cane.

Doug laughed heartily. “You’d have a heart attack if you saw a Kardashian ankle, even the one who got the sex change.”

“Don’t get me wrong on the theology,” said Fahd, waving his hands, stubby fingers flashing like semaphores. “The seventy-two virgins’ story is made up. The idea originates in a Shiite Hadith, which Sunnis regard as heretical. The Hadith doesn’t specify the number of virgins, and in any event, only brave warriors felled in battle are eligible. We observe the Hadith for purposes of recruitment only.”

The driver swerved again, avoiding two white pickups pulling across the highway without looking. The window curtains swirled gray dust, and a doll bounced against the passenger-side window, rattling onto the floor.

Ralph winked at Fahd like he was an old buddy. “You can’t beat the serenity prayer, which pretty much covers any situation, anywhere, anytime, like right now. You’ll understand because it begins with God.”

Doug groaned. “I must warn you, Mr. Fahd. Ralph’s philosophical depths are truly astounding, so hold on to”—Doug smiled—“your turban.”

Ralph ignored Doug, reciting like a little old man. “God give me the serenity to abide the stuff I can’t change.”

Ralph looked serene, but the blank faces of the audience made him grope for a common reference. “I visualize what the Dude who abideth would do. You know, stay relaxed.” That didn’t seem to ring any bells.

“Or what Larry David would do.” Surely if everyone on the bus spoke some English they must have a smattering of pop culture, but that didn’t seem to be the case. The guys sat without a glimmer in their eyes, puzzled, but it was better than slicing motions.

“Ohmigod,” said Marcy without turning around. “The Big Lebowski and Seinfeld? That’s your life’s guide? Maybe you’ve had all the life you deserve.”

“You nailed Ralph, ma’am,” said Doug. “His philosophical depths may be truly amazing, but he deserves as much life as anyone else.”

Marcy laughed, turning around. “I think he’s real close to his use-by date.”

Ralph sighed. “The next part is to have the balls to change the things I can, and the last part is having the smarts to know the difference.” Ralph bowed to the audience but only got blank looks.

“It’s like inshallah or que sera,” said Ralph. He closed his eyes. “I can visualize having my throat cut by an ISIS executioner without cringing.” He cringed, his face light green.

Doug folded his hands together, long fingers beating a nervous tattoo. “We’ve been perpetually delighted by the hospitality of the lovely Islamic folks we’ve met from Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan to Pakistan and Azerbaijan, and everywhere in between.” Doug’s look at Fahd begged the good luck to continue.

Ralph gulped, going for a self-fulfilling prophecy. “I’m sure these fine gentlemen are our friends, though I’m going to have a stomachache if the safety guarantee doesn’t work. Well, worse than a stomachache.” He gave a brittle laugh. “Meanwhile, I’m awestruck, meeting ISIS in the flesh, even if you’re not quite ISIS yet.”

Ralph looked at the men. “I’ve written stories about a hundred countries and the pageantry of different religions—Hindu temples in pastels from India to Kuching, Buddhist golden temples from Kathmandu to China, and the Sikh Golden Temple in Amritsar. Muslims worship a meteor in Mecca, and I’m sure some of you have attended the Hajj. The Mormons have a choir and the Adventists their Saturdays. Each champions right against wrong, somewhat differently defined.”

Doug put a hand on his forehead, channeling some ancient seer, soothsayer, and sage. “An obscure travel writer pontificates on his tedious obsession with theology.” Doug ended with an artificial burp. “Instead of BSing, we should get the hell out of this van and catch the next one back to the border.”

Ralph pushed the Arizona cap back. “The devout are usually admired, like pacifist Quakers and whirling dervishes in Konya. ISIS is super devout, but it’s the Rodney Dangerfield of the religious world. You get no respect, and no one likes you. The world’s most devout religion is totally despised.”

“So wrong,” said Fahd. “Look around and count the admirers in this one small van. 

Hundreds heed the Koran and join the caliphate. We’re spreading to Nigeria, Chad, Somalia, and Libya, all around the world. ISIS is superbly admired.”

“You can’t call ISIS devout,” said Doug. “They murder folks willy-nilly unless, of course, they have a safety guarantee.” His teeth chattered lightly.

Ralph ignored the interruption. “ISIS observes every murderous jot in the Koran, literally. If devout is a good thing, then ISIS is tip-top, king of the hill, head of the list, cream of the crop, and top of the heap.”

Fahd and Marcy clapped and shouted, “Bravo.” Marcy seemed to recognize the lyrics while Fahd and everyone else simply believed. Even the tough guy in the back managed a couple of half-hearted claps.

“Other religions are politically correct,” continued Ralph. “They ignore the naughty bits of books written when barbarity was fashionable. Only ISIS enforces everything in the Koran. Christians, Jews, and Hindus ignore verses that give the Good Housekeeping seal of approval to slavery, beheadings, and other delicious diversions.”

Doug sniffed, having never met a religion he liked. “Religion is a barbarous relic invented before the Dark Ages, the opposite of morality. And ISIS is the black sheep of religion.” Doug looked to see whether they’d been seduced by the voice or actually understood the words.

The men sat puzzled by the spitfire English but enthralled by the back and forth, turning like spectators at a tennis match as Ralph went on. “Catholics and Orthodox, Sunni and Shiite, and dozens of Protestant sects have splintered when they tried to ignore the ghastly parts of their scriptures. In a few decades Islam will be the world’s largest religion. Observing every word in the Koran could easily unite Islam under ISIS and render it schism-proof.”

Was ISIS schism-proof and the future of the planet?

Ralph looked sick to his stomach, his skinny little face and ears white as milk. He wondered whether like Doug said, he might be getting senile. How could you tell you were getting senile if you already were? The conclusion that ISIS was schism-proof seemed inescapable, but if he was getting senile, then logic was evaporating. Or was it?

“Oh my God,” said Doug, pounding his forehead with a fist. “No one would revere ISIS as the world’s most devout religion. If religion is morality, then ISIS can’t be a religion, even to a deluded mind. I use the word ‘mind’ carelessly.” Doug tossed a hand.

Fahd stuck a fist in Doug’s face, enthusiastically twisting it an inch away from mashing Doug’s nose. “ISIS is the only morality because it has reestablished the glorious caliphate. So Professor Ralph got it right, and you, my not-so-good man, are a Western boob.”

Fahd gasped at the effort it took to regain his composure. “But you are still our guest.” He dropped his fist.

Doug’s jowls trembled as Fahd reached over to shake Ralph’s hand. “My Gilgit buddy.” 

Ralph happily took Fahd’s hand, shaking the limp fingers madly as a talisman against the removal of his head from his shoulders. “What did you do in Gilgit, Mr. Fahd? It’s one of my favorite places in Pakistan. The Karakorums offer the world’s most incredible hiking, the world’s greatest mountains, better than Nepal.” Ralph couldn’t stop jabbering. “Upper Baltit, Fairy Meadows, the great polo games...” He stopped, breathless.

“Pay no attention to him,” harrumphed Doug. “Every place is Ralph’s favorite place.” Fahd paid no attention to Doug, “I am the imam of the great Gilgit City Mosque on Airport

Road. I took leave to decide whether I’m needed more as part of ISIS in Syria or in Gilgit for recruitment, which is going great guns.”

Ralph still jabbered, fluttering his hands. “I stayed at the Riviera Hotel in Gilgit, close to City Mosque. Your loudspeakers used to wake me up before dawn, and again at sunrise. You have a very active mosque. It’s like we know each other,” Ralph said, wide-eyed and wheezing, losing grip on the serenity prayer.

Fahd beamed. “Yes, the Gilgit City Mosque is a credit to the caliphate, which will extend to Gilgit and beyond.” He smiled warmly at Ralph. “Schism-proof, encompassing countries such as Egypt, where the kid you call cute is from.”

Fahd stood and turned, stroking his beard, reverently laying the other hand on the kid’s slender shoulder. “This is Psar. His father is an ISIS colonel, a leader of the Muslim Brotherhood before Mohamed Morsi was so rudely deposed. Psar’s father rots in an Egyptian jail, imprisoned at the filthy hands of the secular infidels.”

Fahd patted Psar’s red beret. “He is Islam’s Pupil of the Month. He recited the Koran perfectly from memory on his twelfth birthday, completing his schooling. He has earned the title of hafiz at a most tender age. Look at that face, and you know he’s destined for greatness.”

Fahd turned forlorn. “I can no longer recite the Koran from memory. I am forgetting verses.” He looked Psar in the eye. “Recite your favorite verses for these fine gentlemen.”

At Psar’s look, Fahd patted his red beret. “These are our guests... for now.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER THREE—THE RECITATION
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Psar was uber cute with big brown eyes full of mischief. Curls peeked from under his jaunty red beret, and he looked like he could dance with the stars.

Psar inclined his head the slightest bit, forced to acknowledge the infidels. He said stiffly in English, “The punishment of those who wage war against Allah and make mischief in the land is only this:”

Psar shook his arms wildly and stared over their heads, shouting in a piercingly pure voice like a siren.

“They should be murdered or crucified or their hands and their feet should be cut off on opposite sides or they should be imprisoned. I will cast terror into the hearts of those who disbelieve. Therefore strike off their heads and strike off every fingertip of them. O Prophet! Urge the believers to war; if there are twenty patient ones of you they shall overcome two hundred, and if there are a hundred of you they shall overcome a thousand of those who disbelieve, because they are a people who do not understand.”

“Well, I understand,” said Ralph as the men applauded with gusto, chanting, “Bravo, Psar. Bravo, Psar. Bravo, Psar.”

“Yes, I’m certain I understand too,” said Doug with a stricken look on his face. Psar took a bow, another bow, another bow, doffing his red beret, glowing with the serene smile of the virtuous at heart.

Ralph yelled over the din. “Of course, Doug and I aren’t waging war against Allah, so we’re good to go.” He turned to Psar. “Keep up the cuteness, kid, but don’t take yourself too seriously. Disbelief is the same as belief in something else.”

“I assume that’s a quote I have to write down,” said Doug, “if only I knew what the hell it meant. Now you’re Yogi Berra?”

Psar interrupted with a recitation. “People of the Book, go not beyond the bounds in your religion, and say not as to God but the truth. The Messiah, Jesus son of Mary, was only the Messenger of God, and His Word that He committed to Mary, and a Spirit from Him. So believe in God and His Messengers, and say not, ‘Three.’ Better is it for you. God is only one God. Glory be to Him—He is above having a son.”

It was apparently a popular verse, because Psar bowed to tumultuous applause.

“Whoa,” said Doug. “That was a dastardly slam on the Christians. You are good, Psar.”  Ralph, cut in, “I always thought the Christian three was a quaint state of affairs. Not the father and son but the Holy Ghost part, which I always pictured as Casper with a halo. It seemed quite funny at the time...”

Doug interrupted back. “But don’t you think that it’s frightfully anti-family, Ralph, for Allah to put himself above having a son?”

Ralph ignored Doug. “Religion, Psar, may be the lodestone of morality, but don’t forget there’s more than one religion.”

Fahd put a hand on Ralph’s throat, less than gently. “There’s only one true religion. All others are false.” Fahd smiled. “Any religious person knows this fact in his heart. Only ISIS is honest enough to say it out loud. But as far as you two being good to go, surely you’ve heard of Iraq and Afghanistan.”

Fahd let go of Ralph’s throat but got in the boys’ faces. “The US and the UK have been waging war against Allah for centuries. The US began with Jefferson and the Barbary Wars. The US and UK will never stop waging war against Islam, and I’m guessing they issued your passports.” He smiled and held his arms wide like a showman. “How am I doing?”

Doug was livid, and he semaphored his arms for an immediate time-out. “This cute kid wants to cut off your hands and feet—not even from the same side but on opposite sides—and you excuse this superstitious rubbish as devotion? At least put in a bid for something other than amputation or beheading. Maybe a short imprisonment would be enough.” Doug bowed to Fahd. “Better yet, we formally invoke the safety guarantee.”

“What is this safety guarantee you keep talking about?” Fahd asked. “Maybe you are saying you go scot-free. I frankly don’t see you leaving Syria alive.”

Ralph and Doug cringed as Fahd added, “Not that I plan to have anything to do with that. 

I’m just being realistic, boys.” Fahd raised soothing hands as if blessing them.

“We have a safety guarantee from ISIS,” said Ralph. “It assures our safe passage to Aleppo, where I’m writing a story on the bombing of the National Museum of Aleppo. We will leave Syria immediately thereafter.” Ralph raised his hand. “We promise.”

“Can I see?” Fahd held out his hand.

“Well, sure, I guess,” said Ralph, opening the garbage bag. “I keep it right on top in case we need it.” He pulled out a stiff plastic envelope, loosened a string securing the lip, and pulled out a folded page, spreading it open to reveal a fancy manuscript in two sections. The bottom was covered with ribbons and two gold seals, looking as important as the Declaration of Independence.

“It’s kind of important to us,” said Ralph, protecting it with both hands. “Is there enough light to see?” It was late afternoon and still dusty in the van. “Maybe it’s too jouncy to read.”

The van hadn’t stopped bouncing, swaying, and swerving since the back windows blew out. The driver dodged potholes as insane traffic hurtled toward them, from bicycle taxis to motorbikes and trucks. The only traffic traveling toward Aleppo was two hay wagons lumbering on the shoulder of the road.

Fahd looked closely at the certificate. “This is a very nice job. The green seal is signed in blue ink, which is required for all ISIS documents.” He pointed. “It’s in Arabic and English, but I’ve never heard of ISIS doing something like this. Of course, I’m not officially joined up yet.

I’m just a humble recruiter.”

The plump guy and the teenager on his lap peered over Ralph’s shoulder as Fahd handed back the safety guarantee, which Doug grabbed.

“I’ll take care of that,” said Doug. “It’s too important for a garbage bag.”

Ralph didn’t say a word as Doug folded it, slipped it into the plastic envelope, and stowed it in the top of his big orange pack, giving it a pat for good luck.

Psar pointed at Ralph and Doug. “ISIS would never give a safety guarantee to infidels.

There’s no safety guarantee in the Holy Koran. It’s an obvious fake.”

“Hey, kid,” said Doug, “how do you know the Koran isn’t just another book or that your version of Islam is the one true religion, the only right one out of—how many religions are there, Ralph?”

“Depends on how you count,” said Ralph. “Over four thousand with Protestants from Baptists to Unitarians, different kinds of Muslims, Jews, Hindus, Buddhists, Sikhs, and many others. There’s no reason to distinguish because they’re all branches on the tree of morality.” Ralph swept his arms wide to encompass the infinite religious wonders.

A slap, like a challenge to a duel, caught Ralph by surprise. He rubbed his cheek where Fahd had smacked it hard, leaving a red handprint.

“Apostasy,” said Fahd softly, thrusting his nose in Ralph’s face. “Sunni Islam is the only true religion. And the only true Sunnis are those who join the caliphate. All others are hooey.” He spat at Ralph’s foot. “Apostasy. The Prophet has spoken.”

Ralph shifted his foot. “You’re dehydrated and best be drinking some water, because your spit didn’t even hit the floor, and you’re flat wrong on apostasy. It would only be apostasy if I were a Muslim. But I’m not. I’m a student of the wonderful religion of the world, but I couldn’t choose among them because their roots are the same. You can’t choose between them. Not if you understand.”

Fahd bowed and looked Ralph in the eye. “Of course. You are correct. You are not a Muslim, so you cannot commit apostasy. Please forgive me. You are our guest. And you have a safety guarantee. Elementary, my dear Watson.”

Fahd kissed the knuckles on his right hand and brushed them lightly across Ralph’s cheek. “But you are wrong about being unable to choose among religions. Everyone must choose and make the right choice. But that’s your problem.” Fahd shook his head at Ralph’s folly. “It’s not my problem.”

Doug butted in. “That’s balderdash, Mr. Fahd. You can choose to have no religion, no superstition, no claptrap, and no reason to knock off the vast majority of mankind because they belong to a religion other than your own.”

Ralph hushed Doug. “Of course you’re forgiven, Mr. Fahd, if you don’t kidnap us or anything like that.”

“No,” said Fahd. “We’re not going to kidnap you because we’re not ISIS. Not yet.”

The tough guy pushed forward, swatting a teenager out of the way. “Don’t promise not to kidnap these two idiots.”

“Hey,” said Ralph, “no standing when the van is in motion. Remember?”

Marcy turned around and jumped up on her seat, yelling as she towered over the boys. “Stop the van now. I will wear the executioner’s hood for these two. I will wield the sword.”
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