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For Niles Schoening

Part |

“I wasjust thinking,” | tell him, laughing, “that herewe gt, dl of us, eating and drinking to preserve our
precious existence and redlly thereis nothing, nothing, absolutely no reason for existing.”

—Jean-Paul Sartre, Nausea

Chapter 1.
Monday, December 31, 1962



Conrad Bunger was sixteen when it firgt hit him: Someday you' |l be dead.

Hewasat aNew Y ear' sEve dance a the River Vadley Country Club in Louisville. It wasamuch
classier scene than Conrad was accustomed to, though he did know many of the other boys and girls, the
rich boysin brand-new tuxedos, the girlsin pae dresses with thin straps. Conrad had hisfather’ s old tux
and horrible lumpy dress shoes; he was smdler than the others, abrain , but blending in well enough. His
date Linda was dancing with aboy she' d had acrush on since fifth grade, and Conrad was hoping to get
drunk.

The coat racks were at the foot of the stairs leading down to the bathrooms. Conrad made hisway there
and patted down the overcoats, feeling for the happy tumor of ahidden pint. It was easy; the bottles
grew asthick as autumn fruit. Conrad drew out apint of Old Crow and gulped at the strange liquid, vile
and volatile stuff that evaporated amost before he could swallow.

With flushed skin, buzzing ears, and the sudden conviction thathe was cool , Conrad fumbled the bottle
back into its velvet-collared overcoat. A brief wave of sickness. He made for the men’sroom, eyes and
mouth streaming, and drank some water from the sink.

The bathroom was empty, dl light and whitetile. Mirrors, astack of clean-smelling linen towe s by the
gnks, and the urinals acrossthe room. “I’'m here by the sinks,” thought Conrad, “and it sseemsimpossible
that | will ever be over there by the urinds.” He began to walk. “Now | am moving through space, and
timeisgoing on, and now . ..” He unzipped and began to piss. “Now, athough it seemed inconceivable
before, | am on the other side of the room.” His mind felt unbelievably clear. “Last year | never thought
I’d be drunk at adance, yet here | am, just assurely as|’ve crossed thistile floor.”

As he started back toward the dance floor, the wider implications hit him. “I can’'t conceive of beingin
college, but that will come, too, and when it comesit will fed likenow . I will go to college, and marry,
and have children, and dl thetimeit will be me doing it, me doing it in Some mysterioudy movingnow .
Andthen!’ll die. It ssemsimpossible, but someday | will redly die”

Lindawasn't interested in dl this; Lindawas atennis player. She and Conrad had gone steady for dmost
ayear, and now all of asudden at the New Y ear’ s Eve dance he was interested in the problem of death.
Babbling about it on the dance floor, Conrad wore a heavy, glazed expression that made Linda

suspicious.
“Areyou drunk?Y ou're acting funny.”

“What difference does it make? What difference does anything make? Oh, beautiful Linda, why don’t
you deep with me beforewe die”

“That isjugt alittle out-of-the-question, Conrad. Maybe you should sit down.”

Instead he dug back into the coat racks. There were some older boys down there now, but, hell,
everyone was drinking, why should they careif hetook alittle?

“Get out of here, Bunger. What are you, a pickpocket or something?’ It was Preston, a party-boy with
cratered skin and ablack burr-haircut. He was s pping from the very same pint that Conrad had sampled
ealier.

Conrad attempted a smile. Suddenly he wasn't cool anymore. “Happy New Y ear, Preston. Can | havea
dug?

“Chrigt, and give me syphilis? Get your own!”



It was il only 10:30, and those few gulps of whiskey were wearing off fast. The boysin the cloakroom
glared a Conrad. He found hisway back upgtairs.

Lindawas still dancing, laughing and light on her feet. Her partner was Billy Balhouse, ared snowman.
Ballhouse was talking about love, no doubt, love and kissing, dance steps and new clothes. Watching
Linda dance, Conrad felt very old. Who was he to badger this gay young thing for sex? With death so
near, and the night so young, how could hefind a bottle?

The answer came to him asthe song ended. Steal some wine from the . John’'s sacristy! Hetold
Lindahe'd be back in afew minutes and hurried out into the hall.

There were some younger boys without dates out there, smoking and horsing around. Right now they
were having a bel ching contest, bouncing the gurpy sounds off the oaken walls. One of them, Jm
Ardmore, was a pretty good friend of Conrad’s. They belonged to the same high-school fraternity, aclub
caled the Chevdlier Literary Society. Some of the Chevaier members were fairly cool—though Conrad
himsdlf had been initiated primarily because hisbig brother Caldwell had been amember before going off
to college and the army.

“Hey, Jm,” cried Conrad. “Y ou want to help me sted somewine?’

“How decadent,” said young Ardmore, his mouth twisting. He was skinny, with a heavy shock of dry
black hair hanging into his sallow face. “ Decadent” was hisfavorite word, though right now he was using
it with acertainirony. “ Arewe going to rob aliquor store?’

“No, no. Just comewith me. W€l gettwo bottles.”

The other boys cheered, and Ardmore went on outside with Conrad. Conrad’ s mother had lent him her
new blue VVolkswagen. It shook alot in first gear. They drove dong River Road for awhile, thenup a
long hill to &. John's. It wasn't far.

Just two years earlier, Conrad’ sfather had suddenly taken it into his head to be ordained as adeacon in
the Episcopal Church. Heworked as an assistant at St. John’s, and Conrad was aregular acolyte.
Sometimes Conrad would light and extinguish the candles, and sometimes he would bein charge of
getting out the bread and wine. Asaresult, he knew (1) where the locked closet with the communion
winewas and (2) whereto find the key. The church itsalf was dways unlocked. Conrad’ sfather felt very
strongly about leaving churches unlocked—he made a point of leaving anote saying,” A locked door, an
unfaithful act,” on any locked church door he encountered.

Conrad and Ardmore hurried in, got the liquor closet unlocked, and gazed down at afull case of cheap
Cdiforniaport. High high-school laughs. They each took abottle and tumbled back into the VW.

Conrad was alittle leery of bringing stolen church wine into the party, so he and Ardmore drove around
for an hour, chugging at the stuff. Lights swept past, stores and cars, and the evening began to break into
patches. Conrad could hear himsdlf talking, louder and more € oquently than ever before.

“Weregoingtodie, Jm, can you believe that? It sredlly going to stop some day, dl of it, and you're
dead then, you know? It’ s going to happen to you personaly just like when | was at the dance and
walking across the bathroom, how at the sink | thought I’ d never be at the urinals, and then | wasthere
anyway. | can’t stand it, | don’'t want to die, time kegps passing.”

Ardmore laughed and laughed, never having seen Conrad so animated. They realized they weren’t going
to be able to finish even thefirst bottle and headed back to the dance. Lindamet Conrad in the hall.



“Wherehave you been? Y ou stood me up!” It was past midnight, and people were dow-dancing inside.
Conrad was eager to share his new wisdom.

“Linda, oh, tennis Linda, with your pretty new dress. Only the present matters, did you ever think of
that?" Conrad fumbled out acigarette and lit it. An ashtray caught his attention. “Look at that ashiray,
Linda It exigts. It doesn’t need usto exi<. It resists our will and insists on disk-hood!” Conrad picked
up theflat glass ashtray and emptied the butts onto the floor. “Holiday snow! Cuban misslecrissl”

“Conrad, if you ever want to go out with meagain . . .”

“But | don't!” brayed Conrad, realizing somewhere ingde himsdlf that thiswastrue. “I don’t want to go
out with you anymore, Linda, because you don’t understand death.”

A few onlookers had gathered. For thefirst timein Conrad' slife, people werelooking at him with
interest. He' d been aweenielong enough. Get drunk and talk about philosophy! That wastheticket! He

groped for a concept.

“God isdead!” he shouted, suddenly understanding the dry phrase. “ All is permitted!” With awhoop of
laughter, Conrad threw the ashtray into the air and watched it shatter on the marble floor.

Next came a darkness, voices, and rough motion.
“Takeit easy, Bunger, you've got puke al over yoursdf. Isthisyour house?’
“Uh, uuuuuh.”

“Y eah, that’ s his house. Park his car, ring the doorbell, and let’ s get out of here. Be sure to get that other
bottle of wine.”

“Right.”
The dark forms disappeared, the house door opened, and there was Conrad’ s father in his bathrobe.
“Shouldn’t wait up for me,” muttered Conrad. “Lea me aone, you old bastard.”

Therewasydling. His parents put him to bed, he threw up again, lights and more yelling, his mother
screaming,” Pig! Pig!”

Finaly he was done. The bed and room began to spin. Conrad fumbled for away to stop it. There had
to be some head-trick, some change of perspective to make the torture stop . . . there. He felt himsalf
grow lighter and lessredl. Dropping off to deep, he had the feding he was floating one inch above his
bed. And then . . . hewasin the throes of an old, recurrent dream.

The structureiscircular, high in the middle. It could be a circus big top. Conrad is off to one side,
watching the thin, bright shapes that move above the center. They are flames, these beings; they
arerods of light. The whole enclosed space is filled with moving lights, and they have reached
some wonderful, awful conclusion about Conrad’ s future. . . .

Chapter 2:
Tuesday, January 1, 1963

C onrad' s best friend, Hank Larsen, had gone to a different New Year's Eve dance. New Y ear's Day,



Conrad walked over to Hank’ s house to compare notes.

“No driving,” warned Conrad’ s mother. “ After last night, you can just stay in the neighborhood.”

“OK, Mom.” Conrad' sdog Ninafollowed him over to Hank’ s house. Hank wasin hisroom, reading a
science-fiction book and listening to one of hisradios. Hank’ s big hobby was electronics—over the years

he' d assembled four or five different types of radio transmitters and receivers. He even had aham license
from the FCC.

“The Magnificent Paunch,” intoned Hank by way of greeting. Friendsfor years now, the two had alarge
number of code phrases, many of uncertain meaning.

“High guineaus, Si,” responded Conrad. “1 don't fedl too peak.”
“Got y' sdf dl drunked up, did you, Zeke? Got atouch of that riiind fever?’

“It was great,” said Conrad, breaking into norma speech. “Ardmore and | stole wine from the church
and got redlly plastered. | was talking about time and death and some guys drove me home.”

“I bet you got caught bigger' n shit.”

“Y eah. They were both waiting up. | don’t remember too clearly. | think maybe my old man dugged me.
| was cursing and everything.”

“What' d they say today?’

“Well, nothing, redlly. But what about you? What happened on your big date with Lehman? Did you
finger her agan?’

Hank closed hisbook and stood up. Hewastall and blond, and his girlfriend Laura Lehman was crazy
about him. Instead of answering Conrad’ s question directly, Hank nodded his head warningly toward the
hal. “Let’srall out.”

“OK. Let’swak over to Skelton’s pasture. Nina's here too.”
“Bo-way.”

It wasacool, gray day. The frozen grass crunched underfoot. Hank’ sfamily lived in asubdivision which
petered out in a series of large cow pastures. Theland al belonged to an old Kentucky gentleman named
Corndius Skelton. In the mid-fifties, Skelton had gotten into the papersfor claiming he' d seen aUFO
land in hisfidds. Skelton said it had butchered one of hishogs, and he had aminerd crystd that the
saucer was supposed to have left. He wasn't fanatical about it, or anything—hejust inssted that he'd
seen aUFO. He was a pleasant, courtly man, and most people ascribed this one eccentricity to his grief
over the premature deeth of hiswife.

Conrad had been wandering the pastures ever since the Bungers moved to Louisvillein 1956. It washis
favorite place. Today, Hank and Conrad were walking along a small stream that ran through the pasture
bottoms. Y ou could see bubbles moving benegth the clear patchesin theice.

“Didyoufuck her?’ Conrad asked findly.

Hank seemed reluctant to discuss it—like arich man embarrassed to describe his treasures to a hungry

beggar.

“Didyoudoitinyour car?’ demanded Conrad.



“No, uh, her mother was out. We used Laura sroom.”

“Jesus. Did shetake off dl her clothes?’

“Y ou planning to best off on this, Paunch?’

“Comeon, Hank, | have to know. What doesit fed like? Do they likeit, too?’

“I fet tingly dl over,” said Hank dowly. “1t waslike pinsand needlesin dl of my skin, and | was dizzy.
Thefirst timewasred fast, but the next one took longer. She was crying some of the time, but squeezing
mered tight. | would have doneit athird time, but | only had two rubbers. Just when | wasleaving, her
old lady came home. ‘Wasit nice a the dance, children? ”

“God.”

They waked on in slence for awhile, following the stream. Ninaran ahead, sniffing for rabbits. At the
crests of the hills on either side you could see houses, new split-levelslike the one Hank lived in. A crow
flapped dowly to the top of aleafless black locust tree and perched there, cawing. Conrad couldn’t get
over thefact that his best friend Hank had actualy managed to get laid.

“Youredly did it, Hank! That'swonderful. Congratulations.” They paused to shake hands solemnly.

“Y ou know what | was thinking last month—" Conrad continued, “about the only way!’ m likely to ever
get any pussy? | was thinking that when we have World War Three, there || be awhole lot of dead
women around, you know, good-looking dead women with their clothes al ripped, and . . .”

“Oh, come on, Conrad. Youwon't be adry stick forever.” Hank poked Conrad and sang an altered bar
fromMy Fair Lady : “With alittle bit of luck, we'll dl fu-huh-uck!”

“Yeah, | guess so, sooner or later. Today’ sthefirst day of 1963. | can remember when | was about ten,
reading an articleinPopular Science about al the neat inventions we were supposed to have in 1963.
Persond helicopters, sdf-driving cars. Time keeps passing, Hank, and before we know it, we' |l be dead.
That' swhat | wastdling everyonelast night. We'redl redly goingto die”

“So what, aslong asyou have somefun firs.”
“Y ou don’t understand.”

“You'rejust worried you'll dieavirrgin .” Hank had a special, nasal voice he used for unkind cutslike
this. “The SacredVirrrgin Mary.”

“Sure, rdigion’sbullshit,” said Conrad, steering back to his chosen topic. “Heaven and hell arejust
sciencefiction. But can thererealy benothing after death? | mean a corpse is the same matter asthe
living person was. Where doesthe life go to? Where did it come from?”

“Ghogts” said Hank. “The soul.” In the distance, Ninawas barking.
“That’sright,” said Conrad, “lIknow | haveasoul. I'm dive, | can fed it. But where doesitgo 7’

They were near the end of the pastures now, and Ninawas running back toward them. The two boys
squatted to wait for her, squatted and watched the bubbles beneath the ice, ice patterned in ridges and
blobs, clear here and frosty there. Toward one bank, the ice domed up. A lone, large bubble wobbled
there, braced againgt the flow. Smaller bubbles kept arriving to merge into that big bubble, and it, in turn,
kept growing and sending out tendrils, silver pseudopods that pinched off into new bubblesthat were
swept further downstream.



Ninacame panting up, pink tongue exposed. Her breath steamed in the cold air. “ Good dog,” said Hank,
patting her. “Hey, Conrad, let’s go back. Lehman’s mother’ s giving an open house today. Maybe your
parentswill let you come.”

“Wait,” said Conrad, struck by asudden inspiration. “ Thelife-force . Each of ushasatiny piece of the
life-force, and when we die it goes away.”

“Hubba-hubba, Zeke, | donelost my life-force up Laura s crack.”

“No, ligten, | know where the life-force goes, Hank. I’ ve got it figured out. There sabig pool of
life-force. . . out there.” Conrad gestured vagudly. “It’ s like that big bubble under theice, you see. And
each of usisalittle bubble that can merge back in.”

“Likeasoul going to heaven.” They were walking now, headed back toward the houses.

“And the big thing isthat once alittle bubble joins the big one, thelittle bubble isgone . The soul goesto
heaven,and then it’s absorbed into God . The drop of life-force didesinto the big pool. Isn't that nest,
Hank? Y our life-forceis preserved, but your persondity disgppears! I’ ve invented anew philosophy!”

Stll riding high from his big first fuck, Hank felt no need to burst hisfriend’ s bubble. “1t’d be cool to
magor in philosophy next year. Find out dl the answers and then become a Bowery bum.”

“God, yeah.” Conrad felt dated. “ Do you think we'll be able to get beer over at Lehman's?’
“Sure. Her old lady don't give ashit. She'll be plowed anyway.”

On the way back, Conrad began jumping back and forth over the frozen stream. With hisbig new ideain
mind, hefelt light as afeather. Thefloating feding from bed last night came back . . . he' d never jumped
so far so eadily before.

“Look, Hank, I canfly!” As Conrad said it, the feeling disappeared. He landed heavily on the stream
bank, and one foot crashed through theice.

“You'll fly better once we get into Lehman’sbrew.”

But Hank’ s mother waylaid them before they could make off with the Larsen family car. Shewasa
pleasantly plump redhead with a gentle voice. Conrad had an unsettling fegling that she knew exactly
what both he and Hank had done last night.

“Conrad, your mother called. Y our father would like for you to come home right away. And, Hank, why
don't you leave the poor Lehmans aone for one day? Weren't you supposed to rotate the Vaiant' stires
this afternoon?’

“ Oh, M au
“Goodbye, Conrad. And Happy New Y ear!”

Hank and Conrad exchanged shrugs. Hank was led into his house, and Conrad started back home. His
fether waswaiting in their gravel driveway.

Mr. Caldwell Bunger, S., had moved hisfamily to Louisville when Conrad turned ten. He d gotten two
acres of land chegp from Corndius Skelton, and he' d built awhite split-level, acomfortable house set
well back from the road. He' d never gotten around to puiting blacktop on the long driveway.

Approaching hisfather, Conrad’ s mind wandered.Gravel driveway . When Hank and Conrad were



twelve, they’ d had a specid game with the gravel. They' d get ashoveful of it, douseit with gasoline, light
it, and then throw the burning sand and rocks up into the air. It looked like people made of fire, sort of,
and...

“Fed pretty slly?” Conrad’ sfather was a solid-looking man with bifocals, and with gold in histeeth. He
waswearing hisclericd collar.

“I"'m sorry about last night,” mumbled Conrad. He d managed to avoid hisfather so far today.

“You' re making anamefor yourself, boy. People remember these things. What am | going to tell Holman
Barkley when | see him downtown?l’ m sorry my son threw up on your daughter? ”

“I didn’'t...” Conrad broke off in horror as the memory swept back. Hehad thrown up on Linda. On
her legs. She' d phoned up her father for help. Ardmore and two other guys had driven Conrad home
and...

“Have you gpologized to your mother?’
“Uh, sure, yeah.”

“Conrad, what' s the matter with you? Up until just afew months ago we were so proud of you. And
now your grades are dipping; every time you get a chance you go out and get your snoot full; you say
you'resick of church . . . what' sthe problem, Conrad? What isit?’ Hisfather seemed genuindy baffled.

“Wdl, Pop, I’'mworried about degth. If humans have to die anyway, then everything’ s meaningless, isn't
it?

“So that’sit now,” sighed Mr. Bunger. “I'll tdll you onething, boy, if you' re worried about degth, you
shouldn’t be drinking and driving. Otherwise your lifewill be over before you know what hit you.”

“Some other guys drove me back last night. And it doesn't really matter how long | live anyway. Sooner
or later it comesto the samething: nothing.”

“What if I'd fdt that way?’ said Mr. Bunger, hisvoicerisng. “Look at this house, look a you and your
brother. If I'd chickened out young, you wouldn’t be herel”

“So I’m supposed to get ajob and buy ahouse and have kids and be just like you? | don’t see the point
of it, Pop. What' sthe difference, redly, if there s one more or one less nice middle-class family?’
Conrad meant dl this, though &t the same time he was conscious of adopting apose. The main thing was
to get the better of hisfather—his father who was aways so right and so patient. “1 hope the Russians
bomb ustomorrow and blow dl thisbullshit away.”

That didit. “1 ought to paste you one!” shouted Mr. Bunger. “Go ingde and do that homework you've
been putting off &l vacation. Take , that’sal you know,take, take, take , and if it's not enough, tear
everything down. I’ll give you the meaning of life—you’ re not usng Mom’scar again till you pull your
grades back up. School starts again tomorrow, thank God.”

“You'rejust scared to face death,” sneered Conrad. “ That' s the only reason you can believe dl that
religion crep.”

Hetook off running before hisfather could react. He made it to hisroom and dammed the door. The old
people are scared , thought Conrad fiercdy,but I’m not. I’ m not scared to look for the real answers.
That’swhat I’ m here for—to figure out the secret of life.



Chapter 3:
Monday, January 7, 1963

Although the Bungers were Episcopdian, Conrad attended a big Roman Catholic boys high school
cdled St. X. Theideawasthat St. X had the best science program in Louisville; and Conrad was
supposed to become ascientist. He was one of three non-Catholics among the two thousand students at
S. X. During Conrad' sfour yearsthere, the other boys often tried to “ baptize” him. Thisinvolved
dragging him into a bathroom and dugging him and throwing water or pisson him. By thetime Conrad
wasasenior, he' d formed areal didikefor the Roman Catholic religion. It was even stupider than
Protestantism. Purgatory? Limbo? Papd Infdlibility? The Virgin Mary’ s Immacul ate Conception and
Bodily Assumption? These were dl bad enough, but for some reason, the doctrine that bothered Conrad
the most was Transubstantiation.

According to the hearty priest who taught the religion class, when the bread and wine are blessed at
Mass, they turninto literal, actua flesh and blood. Some of the other boystold Conrad it had to be true,
sincethey’d heard of akid who'd stolen a consecrated Communion wafer and stuck pinsinit. . . and
the wafer hadbled .

“Can you taste the blood when you chew it?” Conrad demanded.
“You'renot alowed to chew.”

Even more bizarre than the religion classes were the monthly sex lectures that the seniors got. Normally
the boys were split into ten different tracks, but for the sex lectures, dl four hundred seniors would be
herded into the gym together. They'd Sit up in the bleachers, and a priest named Father Stook would
hold forth like some crazed dictator. Father Stook’ s chief interests were rubbers and jacking off.

“I’ve had mothers come to me, boys, come to me in tears because they found one of those thingsin their
son’swallet. Don't break your mother’ s heart! The use of contraceptivesis but one step better than the
mortal sin of saf-abuse. Self-abuse destroys the mind! | knew one poor man, boys, a deranged
gyphilitic. | was at his bedside when he passed away. And do you know what that pitiful wretch was
doing as he died? Do youknow ?He was reaching down to abuse himself! What away to meet your
Maker, boys.In the very act of committing the vilest perversion! Now, | know that some of you may
have heard that certain acts between men and women are perversions. Not so. Aslong asthe penis
gjaculates inside the vagina , no sin against God has been committed. What you and your wife do
before gaculation is grictly your own affair, aslong asthe seed is planted in the womb . Oh, I’ ve heard
it samarvelousthing. I’ ve read that when the woman reaches a certain state of arousd, there are
contractions within the walls of her vagina . A kind of suction is crested. One member of my parish
told me, ‘ Father Stook, if the good L ord made anything better, He kept it for Himsdf.” Thereisno
inherent evil in s2x, boys, sex is God' s gift to man.Perversion arises only when the seed isturned aside .
Now, | tell my mothersto be on the lookout for contraceptivesin their sons rooms. And I’ ve heard that
some of you fellows aretoo smart for that. Oh, | know al thetricks. Y es, there was one boy who kept
his prophylacticstaped to the inside of his car’srear hubcap . | said Mass at hisfunera last February.
For one snowy night, he was out therein the street, with atireiron in his hand, and his pants around his
ankles,and. . "

On thefirst Monday after Christmas vacation, Conrad had to hand in atheme for English class. The
assgnment had been to write afantastic story of some type. Conrad had chosen to write a science-fiction
gory satirizing the Roman Catholic Church.



Theideain the story wasthat an aien energy-creature comes to Earth and takes on human form, so as
better to understand mankind's peculiar ways of thought. He has superpowers, of course, and starts out
by practicing his power of flight in a deserted pasture. As chance would haveit, agroup of nuns shows
up for acookout, just asthe dien is hovering ten feet above the ground. Most of the nunsthink the dien
must be anew Messiah, the Second Coming of Christ. But one of the nunsclamsthe dienisthe
Antichrigt, and before anyone can stop her, she chokes him to death with her rosary. The other nuns
decideto cover up their sster’ s crime by barbecuing the body. It tasteswonderful! “Truly,” saysone
chomping nun, “thisisthe flesh of God.”

The English teacher was aspiritud, literary man named Brother Marion. He glanced up from Conrad's
story with such alook of sorrow that al Conrad could think to do wasto kick the boy ditting next to him,
an effeminate school friend named Pete Jeans. Jeans howled, and Brother Marion reached into the
pocket of hisblack robe.

“Yes, Conrad, | will writeyou aJug ticket.” A Jug ticket wasasmdl yellow square of paper. It meant
that you had to stay after school for an hour.

After class Brother Marion drew Conrad aside. “1’m disappointed by your story, Conrad. Surely you
can find more deserving targets than the Church.”

“But . .. how can you believe dl those crazy things? How can you believe in Transubstantiation? A wafer
isawafer, not the flesh of Chrigt!”

“God became flesh, why should flesh not become bread? Although theaccidental properties of the
consecrated wafer are as bread, itsessence is Chrigt’ sflesh. Theaccidental properties of Christ’s body
were human, yet His body’ sessence was divine.” Brother Marion’s hollow eyes glinted briefly. “Y ou
should read Aquinas, not blasphemelike afool.”

The brother in charge of Jug was alean zed ot with angry red acne scars on hisface. Brother
Saint-John-of-the-Cross. Nobody messed with Saint-John-of-the-Cross. Y ou sat there and wrote for an
hour, and then Brother Saint-John-of-the-Cross threw your essay away and you could go home. The
topic of the essay was aways the same:Why | Amin Jug.

Taking his penin hand, Conrad felt a strange surge of power.Nobody would read this. He could write
whatever he wanted to. It was something Conrad had never thought of doing before—sit a a desk and
write whatever you're thinking.

“Stop grinning, Bunger, and get to work. Two sdesWhy | Amin Jug .”

Conrad began with the stupid way that Jeans aways stuck his lower jaw out to look like he was thinking,
and then moved right into some confused vaporing about how misunderstood he, Conrad Bunger, redly
was.Half a page. Conrad recounted one of Father Stook’ s recent tales, the one about the man who'd
injured the Side of his peniswith hisdectric drill, and who' d then come to Father Stook for permission to
wear acondom during intercourse so that the raw spot wouldn’t chafe. “All right,” Father Stook had
sad, “but you haveto puncture thetip.” A page and a quarter. Conrad explained about death, and how
the secret of lifeisthat we each possess afragment of the universal life-force. A page and two-thirds. He
ended by making fun of aSt. X adminigtrator called Deforio. Deforio wasin charge of issuing late-dips.
“Sports fan Deforio’s moronic robot scrawl.” Here and there afew gaps remained. Conrad filled themin
with random curse words. Hefdt likeif hewilled it, he could float right up to the ceiling.

“I’m dl done, Brother Saint-John-of-the-Cross. Can | go home now?’

The next morning, as he waswalking down the hal to histhird period mathemeatics class, Conrad was



suddenly struck from behind. Something clamped on to the soft tendons of his neck and dragged him into
an empty classroom. It was Brother Saint-John-of-the-Cross.

“Whaddo you mean writing that kind of garbage? Y ou think you’ re smarter than the teachers?” Shake. “I
don’t want to read about no antics with the Elks.” Shake. “I want you back in Jug every day thisweek.”

Conrad had once seen Brother Saint-John-of-the-Cross punch a student, afootbal | player, in the jaw.
Quivering with fear, he crept off to math class. But as soon as he sat down, the wall speaker crackled
intolife

“Brother Albert? Could you please send Conrad Bunger to the Assistant Principa’ s office?’

The other boyslooked at Conrad as he |eft the silent room. Some smiled, some gloated, some smply
looked upset.Next time it could be me. Berkowitz, the class clown, squeaked, “ Help!” from the back
row.

The Assigtant Principa was awise-eyed man with big shoulders and atrim gray crew cut. His name was
Brother Hershey. If Saint-John-of-the-Cross was a hard cop, Hershey was a soft cop. He had a Boston
accent and an air of pained rationdity.

“Comein, Conrad. Sit down.” Hershey umped back in his chair and sighed. Conrad' s Jug essay was
lying on hisdesk. “ Some of the brothers are very unhappy with you.”

“ Saint-John-of-the-Cross.”

“And Brother Marion.And Brother Albert. A change has come over you, Conrad. Are you having
persona problems?’

“Wadll . .. it'sabout death. Lifeismeaningless. | can’'t see any reason for any of it.” Hershey started to
interrupt, but Conrad pressed on. “1’ ve been reading books about it.Nausea , andOn the Road . I’'m not
just making it up. Any action isequally meaningless. The present moment isal that matters.”

“I've heard of those books,” Hershey said shortly. “Do you think it’ syour placeto ride the brothers
about rigion?’

“No, ar.”

“Y ou say that the moment isdl that matters, Conrad. Hasthis attitude led you into . . . Sinsof impurity?’
“Uh, no, sr. No.”

“You'renot amule, Conrad. | can reason with you, can | not?’

“Yes.” Conrad knew what Brother Hershey was hinting at. If you redly acted up, Hershey would take
you out to the gym and paddle you. A lower-track boy had told Conrad about it at lunch one day.” He
carriesthat paddle hid under hisrobe. All the way out to the gym you can hear it bangin’ on his
goddamn leg.”

“Because | would rather not have to treat a good student likeamule.”
“Y ou can reason with me, Brother Hershey. | understand. I’ll act better. | can hold out till graduation.”

“Fine.” Hershey picked up the Jug essay, scanned one side, and then the other. “Y ou misspelled Mr.
Ddfioro’'sname.”



Pause.

Conrad sat tight. Finally, Hershey crumpled up the essay and threw it in the trash can. He leaned back in
his chair and sighed again. “Conrad . . . can | speak frankly?’

“Sure” How long wasthis going to go on?
“I had doubts, too, when | was your age. We dl have doubts, God never meant for life to be easy.”

“How do you know there’'saGod?’ blurted Conrad. The pressure of al the things he wanted to say was
likeabaloonin hischest. “I mean, sure, the life-force exigts, but why should there be aGod who's
watching us? It' swrong to try and explain everything with an invisble God and alife after degth. Life
should make sense right here and now!”

Brother Hershey leaned forward and studied the calendar on his desk. When he spoke again there was
an edgeto hisvoice. “ There are Sx months and ten days until graduation, Conrad. Discipline yoursdlf.
Pretend to believe, and belief may cometo you. | don’t want to see you in here another time.”

“OK.” Conrad thought again of the paddie.

“When you go back to class, your buddies are going to ask you what happened.”
“Yes gr.”

“Tdl themit'snone of their business”

“Yes, dr. Thank you, Brother Hershey.”

By the time school let out it was raining hard. Conrad got his books and ran out to wait for hisbus. A
little ninth-grader was talking about how it would snow most likely and al the teacherswould bein abus
and have an accident and then there wouldn’t be school for afew weeks while they got al the teachers
buried. There were about fifteen boys waiting for the bus and saying when' sthat son of abitch gonna get
here anyway, hdll, we probably won't get out of thisplacetill sx. But then the bus pulled up anyway and
they dl ran through the rain and Conrad stepped in a puddle on purpose, and dl the other bus guys were
hurrying to get good seats. Conrad sat in back by himself, he felt so cut off and who gave adamn
listening to the bus guys al excited about parties or cigarettes or getting drunk. He felt like acold hand
was grabbing his guts and squeezing them. The bus started moving and dl the bus guys were shouting,
not out of joy, but to get everyoneto look at them, but nobody really noticed each other, except some of
the guyswho were redlly bugged about not making the scene were laughing at dl theright times. Then the
buswas redlly going, and Conrad was Sitting at the window looking at the road al black shiny wet and
being amazed at how humans move by going past Sationary objects and not hitting anything. Hewas
hungry as hdll because of no lunch. Hefdt like vomiting, but instead he pat on abunch of little white
wormswhich lived in acrack in thefloor. Looking out the window again, he saw agreat big oak tree
dripping unbelievable dropsinto a puddie and blurping up giant bubbles that |ooked like jelyfish until they
popped, but the whole time dl the guysin the bus were shouting. The guy in front of Conrad had picked
ascab off hisface and was dabbing at the blood with a piece of paper, and the guy he wastalking to
didn’t even noticeit, and Conrad was the only one who saw it except for alittle kid acrossthe aide, and
when Conrad stared at his eyes hewouldn’t ook back, and acted like he saw something outside the
window, and when Conrad looked out he saw that the gutters were overflowing and there were big
brown triangle puddles on the road.

Chapter 4.



Friday, March 15, 1963

“Let's stop here for supper, gang.”
“Yay, Jeannie”

Conrad felt dazed and confused. Thiswas the first time he' d been allowed to go out in three weeks. An
outing of the church youth group, on their way to an dl-state Episcopa youth jamboree. The girls had
been singing for eighty miles, singing with hysterica good cheer. The only other guy was named Chuck
Sands. He read the Bible, had pimples and greasy hair. Strong, jolly Jeannie—awoman who often
helped with youth group activities—was driving this van, and Conrad’ sfather was driving another. What
anightmare.

They piled out of the van in front of afamily restaurant in sometiny Kentucky town. Thegirlsrushed
ahead and got atable by the window. There were four of them. Butt-faced Patsie Wilson; adistant,
chain-smoking girl caled Dee Decca; and two *hot” gigglers named Sue Pohlboggen and Randy Kitder.

“Come on, Bunger,” urged Chuck Sands. They were till out by the van. Inside the bright window's
ydlow space, Sue Pohlboggen was fluffing her blonde curls, and Dee Deccawas lighting a Newport.
Patsi e was whispering secrets to Randy. Jeanniewasin the ladies' room.

“I need air, Sands. I ll just get something at a supermarket and eat outside, OK?’
“Fine” said Sands. “ That gives me more room to maneuver.”

Conrad hurried around the corner and walked afew blocks. Seed store, drugstore, dentist, bank. It felt
good to be done, in the middle of nowhere, free from the relentless pressure to conform. He flared his
nostrils and breathed in dienation. Thiswas atimeto be thinking deep thoughts.

What isit all about?he asked himsdlf.Why isall of this here? How can human beings be so blind?
The girls primping their hair and waiting for food. Didn’t they see the nothingness which underlies

everything?

For the last few months, Conrad had had a strange fedling of having just woken up. His early

childhood . . . he could barely remember anything about it. Later, as an adolescent, he'd smply taken
things as they’ d come, the good with the bad, no questions asked. But now . . . he was cut off, awkward
and pogturing, asdlf in aworld of sirangers. And what lay ahead? A meaningless struggle ending with a
meaningless death. How could anyone take rules serioudy? His parents, the brothers at school, the cool
party-boys and the horny youth-group kids. . . how could they act like they knew the answers?

Conrad tripped on acrack in the sdewalk just then. Something strange happened as hefell. Some
specia part of hisbrain cut in, and instead of faling, he. . . hung there, tilted forward, in defiance of
natura law.

The ingtant the miracle dawned on Conrad, it was over. Hefdl the rest of the way forward and landed
heavily on the cracked cement. For afull minute, he lay there, trying to bring back the state of mind that
had let him float. He d had the fedling before . . . on New Y ear’ s Day in the pasture with Hank. And he
often flew in dreams. But now the feding was gone, and Conrad didn’t know how to bring it back.
Maybe he' d just made the whole thing up. Maybe he was going nuts.

He got to his feet and walked around the corner. There was alit-up supermarket. He drifted in. Muzak
washed up and down the empty aides; the fluorescent lights oozed their jerky glow.Someday I'll be



buying food for my children , thought Conrad; someday I’ ll be dead. He found a package of bologna
and asmall bunch of bananas. Thiscar trip will never end; I'll be in high school for the rest of my
life.

“He had the strangest supper I’ ve ever seen,” Conrad could hear Jeannietelling hisfather next morning.
“Hejust bought lunchmeat and ate it out in the street.”

Dee Decca sat next to Conrad at breakfast. She was impressed by Conrad’ s bid for freedom. “Where
areyou going to college next year?’ she asked him.

“I don't know yet,” said Conrad. This Dee Decca had short dark hair and areasonably pretty face,
though there was something odd-looking about her body. “Harvard dready turned me down and |
haven't heard from Swarthmore. Georgetown ismy ace in the hole. They’ re dying to have me because|
goto aCatholic high school.” He paused to light one of Dee' s cigarettes. “1 sort of wish they’d al turn
me down. Then | could go off and bum around.”

“I want to go to San Jose State in Cdlifornia,” said Dee. 1 want to join abig sorority and go to alot of
parties. | missed the boat in high school.”

“A frat house with an ever-present keg of beer,” mused Conrad. “ Surfing. That sounds cool.”

“Listen up now,” yelled leather-lunged Jeannie. “It’ stimeto divide into our discussion groups. We're
going to share our fedings about the liturgy.”

“What' sthat mean?’ whispered Dee. She had a husky, sophisticated voice.
“Let’ ssnesk off,” answered Conrad. “I’ll meet you outside by the pavilion.”

The Kentucky State Episcopa Conference Center was a collection of buildings something like a summer
camp. Two groups of cabins, adining hall, an administration building, and alarge outdoor pavilion. The
buildings were perched at the top of along empty hill that bulged down to aforlorn brown river. It was
amost spring. The ground was wet but not muddy. The pale sun waslike achalk mark on the cloudy

y.

Conrad took Dee' s hand; shelet him. They walked downhill, lacing their fingers. Her face was creamy
white, with two brown moles. Her mouth had an interesting double-bowed curvetoit.

“Question,” Dee sad after awhile, saying it asif she werein acollege seminar.
((YSI?I
“Wherearewe going?’

“Tomake out?” AsConrad said this, he released Dee' s hand and put his arm around her waist. They
were over the brow of the hill now, and the buildings were nowherein sight.

“I hope you don’'t have W-H-D.”
“What' sthet?’
“Wandering Hands Disease.”

“Oh. That's. . .”too stupid of you to even talk about , Conrad wanted to say. On the other hand, it
could be acome-on, couldn’t it, that she would bring uppetting right off the bat? He steered them into a
grove of treesand did his hand up from her waist and toward her brastrap.



“Stop that, Conrad.” She planted her feet and turned up her face. He kissed her. She pushed her tongue
in his mouth. She tasted like tobacco. He pushed his tongue back. Her mouth was cool insde. Thetaste
of her spit. Her smell.

They were hugging, hugging and French kissing, not wanting to stop, afraid they wouldn't know how to
dart again.

“ CONRAD!!!” The voice was rough and distant.

“Don’'t worry, Deg, that’ sjust my father. They won't come dl the way down here. They’ll giveupina
minute”

They kissed some more. Conrad didn’t bother trying for her titsagain. Thiswas plenty.

As Conrad had predicted, the grown-ups gave up on them. He and Dee made their way down to the
river and walked along the bank. Apparently the river flooded frequently, for the shore was littered with
gticks. There were big sycamore trees. In one spot theriver had eaten agreet dirt cave into the hillside.
Conrad and Dee sat on arock in there and talked.

“Did you have ahappy childhood, Conrad?’

“I guess s0. | can hardly remember anything about it. My mother used to give me hay-fever pills. Thefirst
thing | remember redlly clearly ismy tenth birthday. It was the day my family moved to Louisville. My
brother and | saw aflyingwing.”

“Awhat 7’

“A planethat was just awing. Anyway, | was happy for awhile, but recently . . . It'slikeyou said
before.l missed the boat in high school. I'm not cool, and | don’t know what anything means. I'll be
glad to go off to college. Everything here seems so stupid and unredl.”

“I’'m not unreal.” Dee gave Conrad alittle nudge. “ And not everyoneis stupid.” She paused, then
glanced over. “I'm quite intelligent, you know.”

“Wadll, fine. | used to date agirl who couldn’t understand anything. Have you heard of exigentialism?’
“Y es. Exigtence precedes essence. Y ou are what you do.”

“That'sgood,” exclaimed Conrad, alittle surprised. HE d never heard it summed up so smply. “And
nothingnessis behind everything.”

“I wrote aterm paper on exigentidism.”
“Did you readNausea 7’
“Yes. You havetoo?

“It' smy favorite. The part where he’ sin apark looking at the roots of a chestnut tree, and the
persistence of matter beginsto disgust him. . . ugh!” Conrad looked a a nearby tree, trying to summon
up Roquentin’s nauisea.

“Thisriver,” said Deedowly, “it's been here for hundreds of years. It' Il be herefor hundreds more.”
“We could liveinthiscave,” observed Conred. “Build firesand catch fish.”



“Not inthewinter.”

“Do you believein God, Dee?’

“Don’'t you?’

“I... 1 don’t think so. Not redly. Not likein church, anyway. Maybe the universe is God?’
“That' s called pantheism. Everything fits together into awhole, and that Wholeis God.”
“That'slike my own theory.” Conrad explained about death and the life-force.

“Areyou dways so deep, Conrad?’ She was smiling into hiseyes. He d caught her fancy.
“I'... I think I'm different from other people. | think maybel can...”

“Canwhat?’

“I think I might be ableto levitate. Y ou know? Hy.”

“Let’ssee”

Conrad strained, and rose up maybe an inch from the rock they were sitting on. But he fell back right
away, and then it wouldn't work at dl.

“You just stood up alittle,” laughed Dee. “Y ou’' rewild, Conrad.” She paused and gave him a pert look.
“Y ou know what | thought you were going to say at first? When you said you' re different from other

people?’

“What?’

Dee' svoice grew flat with tenson. “1 thought you were going to tell methat you . . .masturbate .”
“Uh...wdl, | do, asamatter of fact.”

“Sodol. Most girlsdo.”

“You do?

“I doit every night.”

Thiswasincredible. “Sodo I, nearly. We cdll it ‘ beating off.” | found out about it when | wastwelve. I'd
be lying in bed, and for some reason I’ d start thinking about naked women with big breasts. A whole
stream of them—each woman would march into my room, smile, and march out. One after the other.
And my beewould get red hard and I’'d rub it.”

“Y our what?’
“Wecdledit abee What did your family call your .. .your ...

“We cdled it the cushy. | used to rub my cushy way before | wastwelve. | did it even when | wasred
little. | used to think of it as*my bestest spot.” ” They both giggled wildly.

Thiswasjust incredible. Conrad grabbed Dee and pushed his tongue deep into her mouth. He took one
of her hands and pressed it in his crotch to fedl hisboner. She drew her hand back, but she kept kissing
him. They kissed for so long that Conrad came in his pants. Dee noticed the Sain.



“Isthat what | think itis?’
“I likeyou, Dee. All trillion of my spermslikeyou.”

They joined the others for lunch. For the whole lunch, Conrad was on a cloud. Dee knew he had adick,
and she’ d seen him come. Maybe he wasn't going to have to wait for nuclear war after dl.

When Conrad got back to Louisville and told Hank about his new girl, Hank made fun of him.
“Decca? That phony? And you didn’'t even get tit off her?’

“Look, Hank, I made out with her for along time. | even camein my pants. And she’ sreadNausea .”
“Bo-way. | heard the cops caught her naked with Billy Balhousein acer last fall.”

“Oh, shut up. Do you know what pantheism is?’

“Sure. 1’ sabunch of dumb shitskneding in front of arock.” Hank began laughing uncontrollably, and
offeringsalaams to hisradio. “ O voice from sky, please speak me hegp truth.”

Conrad waited for hisfriend’ slaughter to die down. “What if | told you | could fly, Hank?’

“Isthisone of your Twilight Zone stories? Remember the one you made up about coming from aflying
saucer?’ Hank’smood of mockery had passed. “I’'m dl ears, Conrad. For my money, you're afucking

genius”

“It only lasted a second. It was on the way down to the conference center—we all stopped for food, and
| was walking to the supermarket. | tripped on the sdewalk, and instead of faling, | just hung there.
Maybe I’'m some kind of mutant, Hank.”

“Did you tell Decca?’
“I mentioned it. She was excited, but she didn’'t believe me.”

“That'sjust aswell. Y ou know, if you redly did turn out to have any superpowers, Conrad, it wouldn't
be agood ideato tell everyone. People hate mutants.” Hank was laughing again. “ Gunjy mue.”

Chapter 5:
Saturday, May 4, 1963

“Blatz beer, | don't believeit. | thought that was only akind of beer in comic books.” Conrad threw
back his head and laughed. God, he felt wonderful. Drunk on thefirst Saturday in May.

“We ve got Falstaff, too,” said Im Ardmore with hisdark dy smirk. “Not to mention Mr. Leggett's
liquor cabinet.”

“You dl stay out of theliquor,” cautioned Donny Leggett. “ Somebody stole a bottle of peppermint
schnapps last week, and my father wasredly . . .”

“That was Bunger on arampage,” chortled Ardmore. “He came up here with hisfriend Hank Larsen and
stole abottle from your house. It' sthe gospel truth. The good word.”

Conrad shrugged and opened his beer. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. It was Derby Day, and al the



grown-ups were at the track. Conrad and a bunch of Chevalier guys were getting drunk together at
Donny Leggett’ s house, ahilltop estate with a swimming pool.

“Thisisonly my third beer,” said Conrad. “And | dready fed plowed. You know where | fed it firgt?’

“In the backs of yourthighs ,” groaned Ardmore. “Y ou’ ve told me that a dozen times, you wretched
sot”

“When | know I’m going to have a chanceto get drunk, | get al twitchy, like ajunkie, and then after the
first drink, I'm so rdlaxed.” Conrad grinned. “Thisisgreat. I’m going swimming.” He chugged the rest of
his beer, stripped down to his underwear, and dove into the Leggetts poal.

Some of the cooler Chevalier boys were there, too. Billy Balhouse, Worth Wadsworth, and Custer
Buckingham. They didn’t like the way Conrad was acting. It was ungentlemanly.

When Conrad lurched out of the pool and began trying to open hisfourth Blatz, Ballhouse spoke up.
“Takeit easy, Bunger. You' ve got dl afternoon.”
“Y ou want money for beer, Ballhouse? Maybe you should make arun. Where' sthe beer opener?’

“I mean, Donny’ s parents live here, Bunger. Y ou can't just throw up al over the place and act likea
wino.”

“Eat shit, Billy. Y ou're agoddamn candy-ass. Y ou don’t know about death.” Conrad walked over to
where Ardmore and L eggett were Sitting. He remembered having seen the beer opener there.

He put dl his attention into getting two triangles punched into the top of his beer can. But then someone
was shoving him. Balhouse.

“You can't talk to me that way, Bunger. Apologize.”

“Sure, Billy. I’'m sorry you' re adipshit.”

Ardmore howled with delight, and Leggett burst into giggles. Balhouse shook his head and gave up.
“Comeon,” he called to Wadsworth and Buckingham. “Let’ s go pick up some stuff.”

“Would you get me ahdf-pint?’ put in Conrad.

“I'm sorry, Conrad.” The contempt on Balhouse' s face was profound. “Girls don't comein half-pints.”
Pause. “1’'m surprised Dee would have anything to do with adrunk like you.”

There was awholefridge of beer, and the three remaining boys spent the rest of the afternoon working
onit. At some point the Derby wason TV. Watching it, Conrad realized he was seeing double. It was
timeto leave. He and Ardmore decided to go to Sue Pohlboggen’ s house.

“Can you drive?’ asked Ardmore.

“Sure, Jm. | used to race these thingsin South Korea.” Conrad revved the VW' s engine to a chattering
scream.

Therewasalong grave driveway leading downhill from the Leggeits houseto River Road. It fdt likea
crunchy diding board. So that he wouldn't have to use the brakes, Conrad began da oming, swooping
back and forth from left to right, faster and . . . suddenly everything waswrong. The steering whedl



jerked like aliving thing, the wheelslocked sideways, Ardmore wasydlling and—
WHAM!

A sound that Conrad fdlt, rather than heard, a sound and a brief moment of frenzied motion. His power.
Jerk-stop to blank. Black. The horn was blowing. The horn was stuck. He was in a barbed-wire fence
and the car was wrapped around ablack locust tree and Jm was lying still.

“Hey, Jm,” Conrad screamed. The horn wouldn't stop. The blegt of that stuck horn was driving him
nuts. “Jm, wake up!”

“Don't get hysterical, Conrad.” Ardmore sat up and looked around. He hadn’t been thrown asfar as
Conrad had. “Let’ stear out the wiresto the horn.”

They did that, and things got allittle better. Some time passed. Conrad’ s parents came, and they took him
home. So that he wouldn’t have to face them, he went to bed early, but it took him along timeto goto
deep. It was the black space that bothered him the most, the black space when he’ d been unconscious.

If I had died, thought Conrad,it would have been just like that . . . except | wouldn’t have woken
up. Dead black nothing with no time I eft.

Heflinched away from that and began struggling to recongtruct the details of the accident, trying to fit it
into somerationd frame.

The tree had been on theright side of the road. The VW’ sleft front fender had hit the tree. Momentum
made the car dew to the left, and Conrad had been thrown out of his door. He d flown past the tree and
landed in that barbed-wire fence.

The funny thing was that the tree had been blocking the path from the car to where Conrad had landed.
By dl rights, Conrad should have sailed into the tree and broken his neck. He struggled to remember the
details. How had he managed to miss the tree? The power. Somehow he hadlevitated his way around
it.Yes

Just as he was dropping off to deep, Conrad redlized he was floating above the mattress again. He
flash-jerked, and jolted back down. All night he dreamed about the flame-people.

“Y ou should thank God you'redive,” his mother told him the next morning on their way to church.

“I don't think God has anything to do with it,” said Conrad, trying to keep aquaver out of hisvoice. “I
madesure to stay dive. Likeacat landing onitsfeet. | think maybe | have psychic powers, Mom. What
does God have to do with it?’

“Plenty. God is everything, Conrad. God takes care of usin different ways. Y ou should stop imagining
that you're so grest, and thank Him for saving your life”

“If He' s so wonderful, then He doesn’t need my thanks, does He?’
“No, God doesn’t need your thanks. Praying is something you do for your own sdf.”

“But what good is praying? There' sno afterlife. | saw yesterday. When | hit that fence, everything just
got black. It wasn't like dreaming or like being adeep. It was just black nothing. | think that must be what
happens when you die, no matter what.Nothing. Y ou don’t believe in heaven and hell, do you, Mom?’

“| think heaven and hell areright herein our own lives. And that’ s enough. What happens after you die



doesn’'t matter.”

Conrad was surprised that his mother had such definite opinions about these questions. But why did she
bother going to church if there was no afterlife?Praying is something you do for your own self.

Conrad' sfather took him for awalk after lunch.
“I’'m sorry about the car, Pop. It' spractically totaled.”
“I don't care about thecar , Conrad. | care aboutyou .”

When the Bungers had moved to Louisville, Conrad’ sfather had sarted calling himSausage . “Where's
my Sausage?’ he might shout when he came home from work. That first Louisville summer had been hat,
and old Caldwell had bought Conrad a giant wading pool. On Saturday, the two of them would soak in
it, Conrad with the hose, and Pop with along-necked bottle of Oertl’ s beer. The old man’s amazing bulk
took up most of the pool, but happy Conrad would splash in the empty spaces, yelling whatever popped
into his head.

“I don’'t careif you don't go to church, Conrad,” hisfather was saying now. “Y ou’re freeto rebel and
think whatever you want to. Butdon't get yourself killed. If you' re too drunk to drive, then phone me

up.”
“You' d get mad a me.”

“Conrad, | was ateenager, too. | got drunk and made trouble. But my father awaystold me, The main
thing isdon’'t get killed. Cdl acab if you haveto.”

“Did you ever cdl acab?

“Once or twice. There was one morning when | woke up and | didn’t know where the car was. My
father was waiting for me at the breskfast table. He was the kindest man, Conrad; | wish you could have
met him. That morning he just looked up a me and said, ‘Well, son, let’sgo find the car. What' sthe last
thing you remember? ” Mr. Bunger’s distant gaze wandered back to Conrad. “Don’t do thisagain,
Conrad. Don't get killed. All my and Mom’ srelatives are dead. It would destroy usto lose you.”

“OK, Pop. It might not look that way, but even yesterday, | was careful not to get killed.” Conrad
wondered if he should try to explain about his power . . . oh, why bother, it would only sound like crazy
bragging. “Youredly don’'t careif | don't believein religion?’

“Y ou wouldn't be much of apersonif you believed everything that grown-upstell you, Conrad. It's
naturd to rebel. But you' ve dso got to learn to control yourself, instead of wrecking cars, and spouting
thisslly stuff that you wish the Russianswould blow usup. You can't just tear down. If you' re going to
rebel, it’ s up to you to find something better than what the grown-ups have.”

“| guessthat makes sense,” said Conrad. Thiswas not thetime to say what he redlly thought, to say that
nothing made sense at al and that it would be better for everyone to admit it. Thiswas not thetimeto
push hisfather any further. “1 guess | should be grounded for wrecking the car?’

“Three weekends.”
“Counting thisone?’

Chapter 6:



Friday, July 5, 1963

“Y ou do know who Bo Diddley is, don’'t you, Dee?’ They werein Conrad’ s mother’ s car—repaired to
the tune of $700—and on their way to a holiday-weekend rock and roll show at the State Fairgrounds.

“He had that hit on theradio.Hey, Bo Diddley. ”

“And the new one. You Can’'t Judge a Book by Lookin’ at Its Cover. He sthe best. He even builds his
own guitars. You know | have four Bo Diddley albums at home, Dee?’

“That many! Tell me about the degper meanings of Bo Diddley, Conrad.” Dee looked pretty good
tonight. She wore athin white cardigan, and aprint dresswith aVillager collar. Usudly she wore
Swegtshirts.

“Well, my favorite song of hisiscaledCrackin® Up . It goeslikethis”

Conrad proceeded to sing thefirst few lines of the song, capturing the sense, if not the exact sound of Bo
Diddley.

Hesang it loud, with just the right number of dit-duh-duh-dit-duuh-dit-dit-dits , hisvoicerisngtoa
hoarse shout on thelast line*Y ou crackin’ up.”

“What’ sbuggin’ you?" said Dee repesting the line from the song. “I should play that for my parents.”
Dee sfather was a career engineer for GE. He and his family were dueto be transferred out to California
in only one month. Conrad' sfamily was moving at the end of the summer. It was dl ending fast.

“I first got that record when | was fourteen,” said Conrad. “1 remember listening to it one day; it wasthe
day that | really got theidea of rock and roll. | was done a home, and | put onCrackin’ Up red loud,
and | went and stood in front of my parents' full-length mirror and danced allittle, snging aong, you
know. As| watched mysdlf, | realized that someday I’ d be cool.”

“Areyou cool yet?’

“| thought people might think | was cool after | wrecked the car. But no one outside my parents cared,
not even Ardmore. And my parents didn’t exactly think it was cool.”

“How about your friendsat St. X7’
“Oh, them. Thank God graduation is over.”
“ Sue Pohlboggen told me you took her to the senior prom. She said it was awful.”

“Shesad that?’ Conrad paused, remembering the prom. Normally he never socialized with the &t. X
boys. It had been strange to seethem dl at a dance, probably with girlsthey were going to marry and not
use rubberswith. A mixture of hope and cynicism had led Conrad to bring Sue Pohlboggen instead of
Dee. Sue was supposed to be easy. “ Are you good friends with her?’

“Shewasin my humanities class. She' s smart, you know. Did you make out with her?’

“Well, | ...” Conrad broke off, unableto tell the story. On the way from the prom to the &. X

breakfast, he' d parked with Sue Pohlboggen. She'd put up astruggle, but he' d gotten his hand down
naked in her crotch. The problem wasthat she was wearing such atight girdle that his hand had gone
numb before he could figure out where her cunt actudly was. He' d given up on that, and dry-humped her



for awhile, which was OK until the end, when her body started making strange, wetlowing noises.
Noisesfrom her cunt, likeit wasfarting! Ugh! Was this how grown-up sex worked? And then at the
prom breakfast he' d thrown up after about three beers.

“Thething about Bo Diddley iscommunion ,” said Conrad presently. “Y ou can lose yoursdlf in the
music, you can be Bo Diddley, instead of dl londly and cut off. | like Flatt and Scruggs, too. Anything but
Muzak.”

“Inauthentic,” Dee agreed and lit acigarette. “Who e seisgoing to play tonight? Besdes Bo Diddley.”

“Lotsof people. The Shirelles, James Brown, Avaon . . . or maybeit's Fabian, and | think U.S. Bonds
iscoming, too. It'll be great.”

The stage wasin the middle of the big arena-auditorium at the Kentucky State Fairgrounds. When he
was ten, Conrad had come here to see the Shrine Circus. Today they had alot of flags up, Sinceit was
the day after the Fourth of July.

Some people had reserved seats down on the coliseum floor, but everyone else was up in the bleachers.
It was avery mixed crowd. There was a middle-aged black guy with baggy pants right behind Dee and
Conrad, and when the Shirelles came out, he danced so hard that you could hear hisdick dapping his
leg. Some lesser-known black groups played next, and then some white singers came on. One of them
was Dee Clark.

“Same name asyou,” observed Conrad.
“Let’'sgo over therein the empty part of the bleachers,” said Dee. “I want to redly listen.”

The song waslt Must Be Raindrops . Over in the empty seats, Dee and Conrad got into akind of
follow-the-leader game, balancing dong on the seetbacks, childlike and free. The wonderful music
gpread out tofill all space and time, music for Conrad and Dee aone, centered in the eternal Now.
Conrad felt like he could fly Deeto the top of the coliseum, if he wanted to. Fly up to the top where the
flashing circus acrobats had whirled, years ago.

Suddenly, finaly, Bo Diddley and his band were out on the stage, red sequined tuxes and al. Conrad
dragged Dee back to their seats. Diddley struck up a steady chicken-scratch on his git-box and began
trading insultswith hisdrummer.

“Hey.”
“What dat.”

“I heard yo' daddy’ salightbu’ b eater.”

“Hedon't eat no lightbulb.”

“Sho’ "nuff.”

“Whash?’

“I heard every time heturn off the light, heeat a little piece! ”

Conrad howled, and the man behind them stood up and dapped hisdick againgt hisleg again. Dee began
looking around to seeif anyone else from her classwas here.

“lan’t that Francie Shields down there?’



“Shhh.”

Now the band was blasting an old tune called’ Deed and ' Deed and ' Deed | Do , with theincredible
Diddley sex-besat, and over it, the soaring dienation of Bo's strange, homemeade guitar. Bo Diddley, the
man, right there, in theflesh, black asthey come, swesting and screaming—for afew minutes, Conrad
forgot himsdf entirely.

Bo Diddley wasthelast act before intermission, and Conrad hurried down behind the stageto get a
closer look at hishero. Incredibly, Bo Diddley was right there, standing around talking to some black
women. He was shorter than he looked on the stage, and uglier.

“Areyou Bo Diddley?’ blurted Conrad, pushing hisway forward.
“Yeah. I'll do autographs after the show.”

“Can | shakeyour hand?’

“All right.”

They shook briefly. It wasincredible, to be touching the actua mest-body, the actua living person that
made the music Conrad loved so well. During the moment he touched Diddley, everything seemed to
make sense. And then the moment was over, as usua, every moment over, over and over again. Conrad
mumbled his thanks and wandered off, abit dazed, looking for Dee.

He found her with Francie Shields and Hank Larsen. Conrad had known Hank was coming but had
decided not to double-date, since Hank and Dee didn't like each other, although right now, Dee was
glad to see Hank. It seemed like he was the only other white boy here who was't atough yokel soldier
from Fort Knox. Hank, for his part, was drunk.

“Turd-rad,” he called genidly. “How isyour wretched ass?’

“Cooal it, Hank. | just shook hands with Bo Diddley. What are you doing for our generation?”’

“Feding pretty good,” said Hank. “Around the edges. Y ou want abdlt, Conrad? L et me see that hand.”
Conrad had meant not to drink tonight, but he heard himself asking Hank, “Where sthe bottle?”’
“Francie spurse.”

Hank and Francie and Dee had all gone to the regular public high school together. Hank had been voted
most handsome, and Francie had starred in the senior play. She was abit overweight, but pretty ina
straight-mouth-straight-nose-straight-hair way. Her voice was alovey, purring lisp.

“Conwad. Do you likeit heyuw?’

“It'scommunion,” answered Conrad. “Y ou know? We' re dl people, and Bo Diddley’ s a person, too.
Let’sgo over inthose dark bleachers and have adrink.”

“Waell, Conwad, | just saw Sue Pohlboggen and Jackie Pweston. Dee and | can wait with them.” Francie
liked to stir up trouble. 1t seemed like everyone in town knew about Conrad' s gross prom date with Sue.

Hank took a haf-full pint of gin out of Franci€' s purse and stuck it under his untucked shirt. “Let’srall,

“I'll comewithyou,” said Dee. “I'll get drunk, too.”



“Fine” sad Conrad. “It' sexigentid.”

They went halfway up the dark bleachers behind the stage and passed the bottle around. For some
reason, Conrad was fedling alittle desperate. He sucked hard at the bottle, forcing down four or five big
dugsinarow. Asaways, the hot poison set hisface-holesto running—he leaned over arailing and
retched some spit. Deetook afew sips, Hank some more, and then Conrad finished the bottle.

“Ligten,” hetold Deg, asthey started back down to the main floor. “ The incredible thing isthat I’ m not
drunk yet, but by thetime I get down there, | will be. Can you fed it, too? Witheach step . . .” He
paused to retch again, and Hank started talking. He was al worked up.

“Bo Diddley isright here, and dl these crazy blacks are having agood time. Jesus! The sixties have
begun! Why should we be dl white at college andlearn stuff to be faceless Joe bureaucrat with kidslike
us? | want this summer to last forever! Are you on the Larsen bandwagon, folks?” Hank trumpeted
briefly with hislips. “1 want to be black, | want to go hood!” Just then he tripped and fell down the last
few steps.

“Doyou fed it yet?” Conrad asked Dee. Everything was hot and roaring. Another band had started up.
“Yes” said Dee. “| do.”

They stood there for afew minutes, leaning on arailing, Conrad staring upward, mouth open, staring up
at the spot high overhead where he' d once seen the acrobats, the spot where, in his dreams, the
flame-people aways flexed and flickered,showing Conrad, telling him what he' d need to know during
hislong misson,know to forget , in search of the Secret, the Answer to a Question unnamed, the
Question whose annihilation is, in some measure, the Answer, for atime at least, though, no matter what,
the Question aways returns, making amockery of yesterday’ s Answer, but just here and now, at the
Kentucky State Fairgrounds, July 5, 1963, wiped-out, drooling, and staring, Conrad has it, Conrad
knows. . .

Chapter 7.
Wednesday, September 11, 1963

Zz-bi ng-boinggg.“ And now the WAKY weather report, September 11, 1963. Carol ?’
Rrrrwwaaafzz. “Thank you, Chuck. We re expecting more of the same today, with late-evening
thundershowers and possible—"

Conrad turned off the clock-radio and sat up. It was barely light out. Fivea. M. No timeto lose. He got
dressed and took the cream pie off the kitchen counter. It had defrosted nicely overnight. Hank was
leaving today. High school wasdl over.

Hank was out in his backyard, by his ham-radio antenna, waiting for Conrad. He had his pie ready, too.
The idea had been that instead of saying goodbye, they’ d push piesinto each other’ sfaces. But now, at
fivein the morning, they just stood there, the two of them, holding their sad, flat frozen pies.

“Have fun at Columbia, Hank. Look out for the dipshits.”
“Y ou think you' Il makeit down here a Chrismas?’

“I hope s0.” Conrad' s parents were about to move to northern Virginia. Moving and college, thiswas
redly theend. “It' s been great, Hank, dl these years.”



“Right.” Hank’ sface was tiff and tight, the way it dways got when he was upset. “ Goodbye, Conrad
buddy. I'll never forget any of it.”

Conrad took his pie home and threw it in the garbage. It was dl over. He' d dways known the end was
coming, but now it was here. Dee gone, Hank gone, hisfamily about to move, and four years of hard
college work coming up—hard work to be followed by marriage and areal job. No dack, no dack in
sght. If only he could learn to control his powers of levitation. The only time hewasredly surehe'd
flown was the time he’ d wrecked his mother’ s car.

Just yesterday, he and Hank had had alast talk about it. Hank was haf-inclined to believe hisold friend's
claims—the problem was why Conrad was nat, in fact, able to give ademonstration. “Maybeit’ sakind
of vestigia survival mechanism,” Hank had suggested, drawing on their common store of science-fiction
wisdom. “Maybe, in ancient times, some races could fly, but it was eventually bred out. Say that the
flying-genes happened to crop up again for you, Conrad, but you can only be sure of flying whenit'sa
matter of life and desth. We could test it by going downtown and having you jump off the Heyburn
Building!”

Instead of that, they’ d settled for having Conrad jump out of atree, but the catch was that unlessthere
was areal chance of dying, then the power wouldn’t necessarily cutin . . . and Conrad wasn't willing to
take ared chance at dying. After awhilethey’d given up on the project and gone to amovie instead.

And now it was over, and Hank was gone, and Conrad’ s parents were moving, and he had to go
college, and . . . He went back to bed and dept till his mother woke him by coming in and shaking his
foot.

“Get up, lazybones. It' stwelve o’ clock!”
“Aw, Mom ...

“You haveto help get ready for the movers. Your closet isarats nest .” Conrad’ s mother aways used
idiomslike“rats nest” with agpecia gusto. She thought language was funny, especidly English. She'd
grown up in Germany.

“| don’t want to get up. | don’t want to do anything.”
“Poor Conrad. Aren’t you glad to be going to Swarthmore next week?’
“I'm scared.”

“Eat something and you'll fed better.” Another shake of hisfoot. “ And then | want you to go through
your junk and decide what to keep. | have a cardboard box for you.”

After some milk and a bologna sandwich, Conrad got to work sorting his stuff: the shell collection, the
butterfly collection, thefossil collection—all worthless garbage now—the school papers (going back to
sxth grade), hisrecent poems, the letters from girls (Linda, Dee, and even Sue Pohlboggen), the model
rockets, the photographs, the Gilbert chemistry set, the Electroman dectricity set, the Brainiac computer
&, the Wadt Disney comics, the old schoolbooks with their enigmatic graffiti, the lenses and knives and
coins and combs and pencils and matchbooks and pieces of wax. Too much. He drifted down to the
basement to paunch out.

His big brother Cadwell’ sroom was down here. Cadwell had been off in the army since last summer.
He' d gotten kicked out of college after freshman year, and Big Caldwell had made him join thearmy. He
was dationed in Germany.



Cadwell’ s empty basement pad was a pleasant place on ahot day. He had interesting college books,
and afull two years run of theEvergreen Review . Conrad picked up an issue and turned to a
sex-poem he remembered seeing: two lovers degping, with spit-out watermelon seeds on the floor, and
“ the mixed fluids slowly drying on their skin.” The mixed fluids. Conrad jacked off on that, and then
sarted going through Caldwdl’ s desk.

In the bottom drawer, he found aflat wood case with two little dueling pistols. He d seen them before,
but he' d forgotten about them. Caldwell had traded one of his drunk college friends arecord player for
the guns.

Conrad took out one of thelittle pistols and looked it over. It was a one-shot .22 caliber derringer, with
afat, short barrel, and anicely rounded little wooden stock. There were bulletsin the case aswell. On an
impulse, Conrad pocketed the pistol and abunch of bullets.In case anyone gives me a hard time.

He had adate that night, with an eleventh-grader called Taffy Sinclair. They’ d met about aweek after
Dee left town and had been going out ever since. Taffy’ sfather was apsychiatrist. He didn't like Conrad.

Ontheway to pick up Taffy, Conrad stopped by Tad'sLiquor Store and got ahaf-pint of gin. If Tad
wasin theright mood, he' d sell to anyone. Gordon’ s gin, with that red boar’ s head on the yellow |abdl.

It was il alittle early to pick up Taffy. Conrad took a back road down to the river, to play with
Cadwell’spistal. You had to load it one bullet at atime. Conrad fired it out over the water, missed
seeing the bullet splash, and tried again. There , right out in the middle, hafway to Indiana. He reloaded
and shot atree trunk from point-blank range. Thelittle bullet bored right in.

Imagine shooting yourself, Conrad thought. He took out the empty cartridge, made double-sure the
gun was empty, and put it to hishead.What if | were going to kill myself right now? He psyched
himsdf up into haf believing it and pulled the trigger.

Click.

The dry little sound made Conrad shudder. I don’t want that. | may be miserable, but at least I'm
alive. But with the click had come a sudden fedling like amuscle unclenching at the center of hisbrain.He
could fly. He'd tricked his survival mechanism! Right now, for thefirst time, he was going to be ableto
fly aswell as he wanted!

Conrad pocketed Caldwell’ s gun and angled out over the river. Twenty feet, thirty . . . He was out over
thereal current now, looking back at his VW on shore. Somehow it felt very naturd.

But then, al at once, the power was gone. Conrad plummeted into the brown Ohio. It took afew
minutes of real struggle to get back to shore. Good thing he hadn’t flown up higher—though if he' d been
higher, then maybe the power wouldn’t have dared to cut off.

Fortunately, Conrad’ s mother had left aload of clothesfor the cleanersin the backseat. Conrad got into
adry outfit and sat there thinking.Why me? What makes me so special ?

Hewondered if he should open up the gin. Better not yet. Mr. Sinclair would meet him at Taffy’s door
and try to smell hisbreath. A few weeks ago, Conrad had made the mistake of trying to talk to Mr.
Sinclair when he was drunk. “ Everything' s meaningless,” Conrad had dobbered. “God isdead.” Theline
usualy went over great with girls, but Mr. Sinclair took it too serioudy. “Y ou’ re suffering from extreme
depression, Conrad.” Conrad was lucky that Taffy was ill alowed to go out with him.

Tonight they were going downtown to seeTo Kill a Mockingbird . Taffy looked great, tan and blondein



aspaghetti-strap blue dress. She had asolid little figure and pink bubblegum lips. Sheliked to talk about
her horse, Tabor. Thinking about his plunge into the river, Conrad hardly knew what he was saying.

“Doyou ever get hot, Taffy, bouncing on that horse?’
“Oh, Conrad.”

Therewas aweird preacher outside the movie theater. A pae, wild-eyed Negro with big freckles
splotched on his papery skin. He had some red-and-yellow signboards about the end of the world, and
he was passing out gospel tracts. Conrad stood in front of him for aminute, soaking it up, and thinking, |
canfly .

“Yoube lookin' for meaning and the wordsfal away! TheSon don’'t comein timetill timerunout . These
are thelast times, my friend.”

Conrad took atract and let Taffy drag him into the theater. He d brought along his unopened ha f-pint of
Gordon’s. Once he' d gotten popcorn and settled down with Taffy, he excused himself to go to the
bathroom.| can fly.

He sat down in astall and sucked down athird of the bottle. Just like at the Bo Diddley concert. The
buzzing started. He drew the wild man’ stract out of his pocket and studied it. It was dull bullshit—a
straight pitch for getting saved by Jesus—with none of the weird resonances that the actua preacher had.
Conrad took another dug and squinted to see who' d printed the pamphlet. “Gospel Tract Society,
Shodls, Indiana.” No good.

After the movie, Conrad stopped to talk to the preacher. “What do you mean, ‘the wordsfall away’?
How do you make it happen?’

“You hideittofindit,” said the man, smiling. He was glad to answer questions. That' swhat he was here
for.

“Conrad, comeon ,” urged Taffy. Thisevening was't working out properly.
“How can you hand out crap lieslike this?” demanded Conrad, gesturing &t the tracts. “Who paysyou?’

“I tell you,” said the preacher, putting his hand on Conrad' s shoulder and drawing him close. “ The world
take care of the world. Andyou afadlenangd.”

All at once, Conrad felt dizzy from the red-and-yellow Gordon’ s and the preacher’ s red-and-yellow
sgns. Hishead was roaring and it was asif everything were bathed in flames. Flame-people. Flying wing.

Inthe car, Taffy wasredly angry. “ Just take me home, Conrad. | don’t want to go to our make-out spot
tonight. Y ou can kissmein the driveway.”

“Thank you, Taffy. I’'m sorry I'm acting crazy. | loveyou. | canfly.”

“You canwhat?’

“Fly. On the way to pick you up, | flew out over the Ohio River. | think maybe I"’m not human.”
“My father’ sright, Conrad. Y ou redly are crazy.” Her voicewas cold asice.

On the drive back to his house from Taffy’s, Conrad opened al the windows, hoping the air would wash
the gin fumes away. The bottle was on the seat next to him, not quite empty. Hefelt redly strange.



Just then acar full of hoods pulled around him asif to pass. Little greasers, all worked up. Instead of
passing, they locked speed and began yelling curses and giving him the finger. Two cars speeding aong
sde by sde, thekids on theleft yelling at Conrad.

With one swift gesture, Conrad snatched up his bottle and flung it into the other car’ swindshield. There
was alot of noise. He stepped on the gas and sped the rest of the way home. The hoods were behind
him, he could seetherr lightsfollowing him.

Conrad zipped up the Bungers' long dark driveway, loaded the little derringer, and went partway back
up the driveway on foot. The other kids had stopped at the end, scared of an ambush. They were yelling
things. It was too dark to see. Conrad leveled the pistol at the sound and paused.

Hewasjust drunk enough to consider shooting. That would show them. And if the cops came—wsll, he
could just fly away and. . . .

As Conrad deliberated, the whole dark world began to flame and shudder. A voicewasrunning in his
head, amemory tape.If you misuse your powers, you will discorporate, said the voice.Remember
why you are here!

Sowly helowered the gun to hisside. The car full of hoods was driving off.
“Why I'm here,” murmured Conrad. “To find the secret of life.”

He unloaded the gun and went to bed. It wastimeto go to college.
Part I

That’ sliving. But everything changes when you tell about life; it's achange no one notices: The proof is
that peopletalk about true stories. Asif there could possibly be true stories; things happen one way and
wetell about them in the opposite sense.

—Jean-Paul Sartre,Nausea

Chapter 8:
Tuesday, October 1, 1963

“For onething,” said the political scienceteacher, “I’'m surethat al of us here agree on the basics.
We'redl liberd Democrats. Isthere anyone herewho isn't?’

Conrad and the only other Southern boy raised their hands. The other boy had red hair and came from
Missssppi. Theteacher caled on himfirgt.

“Liberaism hasjust about ruined America,” the red-haired boy drawled. “ The conservative philosophy is
not only for fools and bigots. It representsthe only truly progressive response to the redities of thelate
twentieth century.”

The other studentstittered, and the teacher smiled. He was extremely tall and skinny. He wore atweed
jacket and a hand-tied bow tie. “Very well, Pound. And what about you, Bunger?’

Thiswasthefirst timethat Conrad had spoken up in any of his college classes. His heart was beating so



hard he could hardly speak. He wanted the teacher to like him.

“Wadll, | bedievein anarchy, Mr. Bonner. |sn’'t that redly the best system? | mean, politicsisaways so
dirty. Wouldn't we be better off if everyonein Congresswas shot, so they’ d leave people alone?’

There was asilence. Professor Bonner frowned. A prim-faced boy in awork-shirt turned to glare at
Conrad and then raised his hand.

“Y es, Pennington?’

“Anarchy istheabsence of apolitical system, Sr. There sno point in discussing it here”

“Very good.”

Conrad' sface burned. After class avery short, dark-skinned boy came over and spoke to him.
“Where are you from?’

“Louisville”

“In Kentucky?" The boy blinked and adjusted his glasses. “I’'m from Long Idand. Chuckie Golem. You
going to havelunch?’

1] SJre.”

Over lunch, Golem told Conrad about his roommate, awild character caled |zzy Tuskman. The boys
discussed the few girls whose namesthey knew. It turned out that Chuckie lived in the same dorm as
Conrad.

“Y ou want to play some Frisbee?’ Chuckie asked as they ambled back from lunch. He seemed so kind
and gentle.

“What's Frishee?’

“It' saplagtic flying saucer. Y ou throw it back and forth.”
“OK. Though | do have alot of homework . ..”

“Jugt ahdf hour, it'll do usgood.”

It was abrilliant October day, hot as summer. Chuckie patiently demongtrated the Frisbee until Conrad
was ableto throw it alittle.

“The Frisbee looks neat when it hovers against the sky,” observed Conrad presently. “It’ d be perfect for
aUFO movie. Did you seeEarth versus the Flying Saucers ? It came out in 1957, the same year as

Sputnik.”

“I didn’t go to those movies,” said Chuckie. “I listened to folk-music instead. | guess they have alot of
UFO sightingsin Kentucky?’ The precise, hesitant way he said, “Kentucky,” madeit sound wild and
unpredictable. . . if not actudly crude and benighted.

“Wadl, shore,” said Conrad, putting on ahick accent. “ There’ s a gentleman down the road from where
we lived—old Corndius Skelton—he dwaystells as how one night he seed aflying saucer make off with
one of hishawgs. Hefired on it, but twarnt no use. Only good come out of it was next day Corndlius
found him abig minerd crystal spang where the space vehicle had landed! Still hot, it was. Mr. Skelton



keepsthat crystal on hismantd, for to show folks. I"ve seed and touched it mysdif, | have.” The story
was more-or-lesstrue, but Chuckie didn’t seem to understand that it was supposed to be funny aswell.
If anything, helooked alittle sorry for Conrad. Conrad wished he hadn’t told the story. The fact of the
meatter was that, for whatever reason, he thought of Mr. Skelton’s crystal quite often.

They threw the Frisbee some more while Conrad tried to think of something elseto talk about. “What's
that around your neck?’ he asked findly. Chuckie wore akind of silver tube attached to a chain around
his neck.

“It' samezuzah .” Chuckie laughed happily a Conrad’ s confusion. “A rdigiousthing, against the Angel of
Dezth. I'm Jewish.”

“Oh, areyou?’ In his embarrassment, Conrad dropped the Frisbee. He' d never met any Jews before,
though he' d heard his brother Caldwell talk about the oneshe’ d met at college. Caldwell said Jews were
untrustworthy.

“You don'tlook Jewish,” Conrad said politely.

“Areyou kidding?' Chuckie gave hisdry, humming laugh. “That reminds me of ajoke. Theré saguy on
thetrain, right, and this old Jewish woman kegps coming up to him and asking, ‘ Areyou Jewish? ‘I'm
not Jewish,” the guy says, ‘o leave me aone.” ‘ Areyou sure? saysthe woman. ‘ Areyou sure you're
not Jewish? She keeps doing thisfor about an hour, right, so finaly he givesup and says, * All right, lady,
| admit it, I'm Jewish!’ Big pause, and then she says, ‘Funny . . . you don't look Jewish.” ”

“That’ sgood,” laughed Conrad. This sure was different from Louisville.

“There salot of Jewish jokes. Jewish humor. Have you readStern ? By Bruce Jay Friedman?’
No.

“I'll lend it to you. It sapanic.”

Over the next week, Conrad came to redlize that most of his new Swarthmore friends were Jewish. His
roommate Ron Platek, and Ca Preminger acrossthe hdl, and most Jewish of dl, Chuckie and his
roommeate |zzy Tuskman.

Tuskman and Golem had been wrestling stars at different Long Idand high schools. Thiswas one sport
that Swarthmore competed serioudly in, so the two had been recruited and billeted together in a
one-person room. To make space for their desks, the college had ingtaled bunk beds. Often, after
supper, Conrad and Preminger would squeeze into Tuskman and Golem’ sroom to trade jokes and
insults. They dl liked to tease Conrad for not being Jewish.

“Hey, Conrad, you know whatschmuck is?’ Thisfrom Tuskman, afive-foot two-inch, thick-lipped ef
who looked and talked like Chico Marx.

“Wadl, in German it means ' ornament.” ”
“He evenspeaks Kraut,” marveled Golem.

Conrad knew some German from listening to his mother’ srelatives. “ Ornament,” he repeated. “Like
jewdry, you know?’

“Dat’spoifect,” exclamed Tuskman.” Ohnament.” He doubled over in glee. His whole face squeezed
into lumpy wrinkles. “Ohnament,” he gasped. “Tdl him, Chuckie.”



Chuckie had amore scholarly demeanor than hisroomie. “ Schmuckin Yiddish means‘penis’ ” he
explained, adjusting his glasses for emphasgis. “If you cal a person aschmuck , it meansyou think he sa
jerk.”

Tuskman had falen onto the floor now, and the kicking of hislegs drove him around and around in a
small circle. “ Ohnament. Ohnament.” Conrad felt alittle put-upon. No one had ever caled him aKraut
before. He wished he were Jewish, too.

“Comeon, Conrad,” said Izzy, Hill giggling on thefloor. “Don’'t be anohnament .”

It was fun having strange new friends, but it was just as much fun to go off and be alone whenever you
liked. Conrad fdlt like he was redlly getting to know himself. He liked to walk down into the Crum
woods, or st with hisbooks on someisolated corner of the great front-campus lawn. When his parents
had brought him to Swarthmore on a tour-of-the-colleges|ast year, Conrad had been impressed at the
sight of blue-jeaned students sitting on the lawn with books. And now that was him.

Hedidn't study too much out there; mostly he just looked at the clouds and trees, the birds and the
squirrels. One day asquirre got mad at him—he wasleaning againgt itstree, and perhaps it wanted to
come down—the squirrel got mad and began making noises at Conrad. Odd, chirr-chucking noises; it
was anoise he'd heard in treesbefore, but he' d never realized that it was squirrels doing it. He threw
sticks at the squirrdl to keep its scolding going. The noise sounded almost like speech, and faint memories
of some higher-energy language flitted across Conrad’ s mind.

Often, thinking or studying, he had the fedling of being close to some greet redlization. He d forgotten
something, something big, but alwaysit escaped him. He felt closest to the big answer when, staring up at
clouds, he forgot himself entirely. It was SO swest to be a creature living here on Earth.

Conrad didn’t pay much attention to his roommate, Ron Platek, for the first few weeks. The guy was
clearly aschmuck. Tall, uncoordinated, thick-lipped, hook-nosed, he wore heavy black glasseswith
Coke-bottle lenses. He looked and acted like an old man. He came from Brooklyn. Seeing Ronald
William Platek’ s address on the list of roommates, Conrad had expected him to be aNegro. Platek, for
his part, had expected Conrad von Riemann Bunger to be aNazi. They finally got to be friends when
they rearranged the room’ sfurniture.

“Push that desk over there, Conrad. I'm sorry | can’t help you, I’ ve got abad back.”
“OK, Ron. That looks good, doesn't it? How about putting the bookcases together like this?’
“Beautiful. Would you help menall up my bulletin board?’

“Sure. Do you think we could get sometravel posters?” Cadwell had had travel postersin his college
room.

“Please, no travel posters. Thisisn't the University of Kentucky, Conrad. How about some art
reproductions from the bookstore?’

“Yeah”

They got in the habit of having long talksin the dark, after going to bed. They were both such
provinciads—each in his own way—that each found the other’ s strange accent endlesdy fascinating. Ron
had an insatiable appetite for facts about the Southern high-school scene, and Conrad did hisbest to
make it sound interesting. In return, Ron told about his gritty lifein Brooklyn.

Ron'’ s parents were poor immigrants who' d fled Poland to escape Hitler. The neighborhood they'd



settled in was half-black and very tough. Ron had been robbed at knifepoint severa times. One of his
friends had an older brother who' d paid awoman to shit on his chest. The parks were full of junkies, and
the sdewa ks were littered with used rubbers. “ Some of these guys haveno mind , Conrad. With the
mouth you got, you wouldn’t last two days.”

Eventudly, Conrad got on to the inevitability of death, and they both grew mournful at the prospect of
dying without ever getting laid. “With my luck,” complained Ron, “my wifewill befrigid. Can you believe
that? I’ m working my ass off, and the whorewon't put out. I l1kill her!”

After awhile, the only thing Conrad didn’t like about Ron was hisfirst name. Findly, one night, an
appropriate nickname hit him. Ron was tossing in his bed, worrying about a big astronomy test, and
suddenly Conrad had the image of Ron asagreat dingyplatter with food diding back and forth. “Hey,
Platter ,” hegiggled. “What toothsome victuals do you bear?’

“What are you talking about, Bunger?’
“That’ syour name. That'swhat I’'m going to cal you.Platter. ”
“Fuck you.”

“Y ou can cdl me Patter, too. We Il be like the Jackson twins.” Conrad was referring to a newspaper
comic grip about twin teenage girls.

“Oh, my God, the Jackson twins. With thelittle brother . . . Termite 7’
“Ya,].”
“Chrigt, what I’ d give to fuck the Jackson twins. Even just one of them. I'd give my left dick.”

“I remember | actudly jacked off on aRex Morgan comic strip once. Therewasthisred hot woman
waiting for Rex inamotel room. Y ou could see her thighs.”

“Jesus. Soft, creamy thighs quivering with uncontrollable lust.”
Another night, they got onto the differences between the Jewish and Chrigtian religions.

“Isit truethat you al are ill waiting for aMessiah?’ asked Conrad. “1 read somewhere. . . | think it
wasinUlysses ... that every time aJewish man hasason he' sal excited thinking it might bethe
Redeemer.”

“Ah, that'sbullshit.”
“Didyou know that Christ wasredlly a Jew, Platter?’

“Of course! What do you think the Last Supper was?Pesach! The feast of Passover. My family doesit
every year. Red good food, Platter, you ought to try it.” Platter paused in fond recollection, then went
on. “Sure, Christ wasaJew. A nice guy like me! My father’ s a carpenter, you know, he lays parquet
floors”

“What if you were the Messiah, and you didn’t even know it? What if you thought you were aregular
person, but you were redly something else?’

“Guys like you and me don’'t have to worry about that, Conrad. Nobody thinks we' re regular persons
anyway.”



Chapter 9:
Friday, April 10, 1964

Conrad took all the LifeSavers out of the package and shuffled them around on the desk. He closed his

eyes, picked one, and tried to guess what color it was. Couldn't tell. Took it out and looked at it: green.
For a second he couldn’t remember whatgreen was supposed to taste like.

His attention wandered back to the paper in histypewriter. Page nine. The fine arts teacher had inssted
that al papers be ten to fifteen pagesin length. Conrad had been up al night trying to satisfy him. It was
7:15 and the paperswere duein class at 8:00. Everyone was supposed to write about the new science

library.

“All inall,” Conrad typed desperately,” the new science library isa real plus for the Swvarthmore
College campus. As one cute freshman coed was heard to say, ‘“Wow! This building really turns me
onl””

Still just nine pages. Struck by sudden inspiration, Conrad rubbed the page numbers off the Corrasable
Bond page-corners and then retyped them, skipping the number4 . That brought him up to ten pages. He
went by thefine arts class, laid his paper on the teacher’ s desk, and headed back to hisdorm. He didn’t
want to think anymore. He wanted to deep.

When Conrad woke, it was late afternoon. He d been dreaming about flying. For the thousandth time he
thought back to the time he' d flown out over the Ohio River. That had really happened, hadn't it? But
now, here at Svarthmore, he never felt any of the old power. He was just an awkward Kentucky boy
with not too much to say for himsalf. He winced, recalling the wretched climax of hisart paper. Another
Cfor sure.

At least it was Friday. And tomorrow was spring vacation. Conrad was planning to get drunk tonight.
There was going to be abonfire party down in the Crum woods, and he' d arranged for an older student
to get bottlesfor him and Platter. The pickup was supposed to be @t five.

Looking to kill ahaf hour, Conrad wandered out of the dorm and into the quad. There, Sitting on some
stone steps, was |zzy Tuskman. He was drawing a detailed sketch of a still-leafless Japanese shrub. The
rendition was excellent. Tuskman seemed to twinkle with energy as helooked—tedllylooked —at the
strangely twisting branches.

“That' sagood drawing, |zzy.”

Long slence. Tuskman was not averse to milking amoment for al it wasworth. “Sure” he sad findly,
looking over with ashrug and aquick smile. “I’'m an ahtist. Did you finish your paper?’

“Yegh, it sterrible. It took me dl night. I’'m going to get drunk.”
“Wit what?’
“I'’'m getting a pint of vodka from Oates. And some Manischewitz for Platter.”

“Manischewitz?’ 1zzy’ sface tensed in slent laughter. With his mouth open in the pale spring sun, he
looked for al theworld like alizard. “Ronisan old Jewish man.”

“Oh, he'sOK. He' sfunny. Look, I’ll go get the stuff and pick you up here. We can go to my room and



get loaded before supper.”

“Wonderful.” Tuskman turned his attention back to his picture. When Conrad returned in twenty minutes,
|zzy wasin exactly the same position. The drawing had acquired more detail and more shading; it ssemed
done.

“Got it?" said |zzy, getting to hisfest.
“Yeah. But it cost morethan | expected. | don’t have any money left for mixer.”

“My treat,” said 1zzy expangively. Conrad followed him into the dorm basement where the vending
machines were. No one e'se was down there. 1zzy set down his drawing pad and kicked the glass out of
the cigarette machine. “Help meturnit over, Conrad.”

They turned the machine upside down, and all the change came out of the change box. Y ou could reach
in through the broken-out glass and get money, and cigarettes, too. 1zzy bought them three orange sodas,
and Conrad took sixteen packs of cigarettes, all brands. They went back to Conrad’ s room and made
themsealves drinks.

Just about then, Conrad’ s roommeate showed up.
“Comein, Platter, my good man!” exclaimed Conrad. “Welcome to the Kentucky Tavern.”

Platter glanced around, taking in Tuskman and the sixteen packs of cigarettes. “ Are you the guyswho
broke the machine?’ he demanded. 1 was just down there.”

“Here syour wine, Ron.”

Briefly mollified, Platter sudied the Manischewitz labd. It had a picture of awhite-haired old Jewish man
with phylacteries.

“Helooks so wise,” marveled Platter. “Helooks like one of the Sx sages on my postcard.” On Platter’s
bulletin board there was a color picture of six robed rabbis Sitting at atable. They al had white beards.
Conrad wastired of hearing how smart they were. How could Platter believe in them, when Conrad
couldn’t believein anything?

“Those guys don’'t know anything,” hetold Platter flatly. “ They’ re not sages. They're stupid old men who
can barely tak English.” Hewasredly saying thisfor 1zzy’ s benefit.

“I"dliketo seeyou tell them that,” shouted Platter. He pulled the postcard off the bulletin board and
shoved it in Conrad’ sface. “1’d like to see you walk up to that table and tell those guys they don’t know
anything! Meshuggeneh gonif! Crazy thief!”

“Takeit easy,” interjected 1zzy.

“I'willnot takeit easy,” raved Platter. “And | do not want you guysdrinking in here. The drinking isfor
the Crum party tonight, not for pigs before supper.” His anger was half-red, half-burlesque. In any case,
it would be unwiseto provoke him further.

“Hey, let’sget out of here, 1zzy,” said Conrad. “Let’s skip supper and go down to the Crum early.”
“OK. I'll buy some peanuts.”

The Crum woods surrounded a meadow and a creek adjacent to the Swarthmore campus. A train-line,
the Media Local, passed through the woods and crossed a high trestle over the creek. The Swarthmore



students often held bonfire partiesin the Crum meadow. People would play folk songs, and in the dark
you could drink or make out.

But now it was only six. I1zzy and Conrad perched on abank overlooking the train tracks and drank
some more.

“What do you want to do in life, Conrad?’
“Uh, | don’t know. Be happy.”
“Happy,” spat Tuskman. “Y ou know what | think when | hearhappy 7’

“No.” All thiswas asinteresting as anything Conrad had ever heard. He smiled happily at 1zzy. 1zzy lay
on hisback and stuck up hisarmsand legs for emphasis.

“Happyisatoad dat’ s buried in damud. Just shugged down there under dawater and every now and
then it opensits mouth and goesblup . Dat’ shappy .”

“Wall, of course!’d liketo achieve something. Be creetive. But I'm not very good at anything, 1zzy. |
can't draw or wrestlelike you.”

“Dere’ sgot to be something dat only Conrad Bunger can do. Find it and work onit.”

Conrad decided to tell the truth. “1 want to learn the secret of life. That’ swhy God put me here, 1zzy,
I’ve got afeding. I’'m supposed to find out what it’ slike to be something that dies.” The acohol was
filling him with the old philosophical excitement.

“You'reflyin’, Conrad.”

“What isredlity? Why does anything exist? Shouldn't there be an answer? | mean, humansdl die , you
dig that?’

“Y ou know dawrestling coach, PAmer?’

“I’ve seen him. He teaches my phys. ed. class. Once when we were playing touch football, hetold the
fullback to think of himsalf as‘the apex of atriangle.” ”

“Yeah, dat’s Pamer. A red deep thinker. He was asking Chuckie and me why we' re socynical .’ 1zzy
said theword likeit was ajoke.

“Yegh?’
“I told him dat we' re dafirst kids to have grown up under dathreat of dabomb .”

They laughed over that for awhile. “That was about as mad as | ever saw my father get,” said Conrad.
“When | told him | wished they would go ahead and drop the bomb. I mean, | didn’t want to haveto
take my SATsand apply for college and everything.”

“Onetime my Dad stuck afork in my back,” said Izzy, hitching up his shirt. Sure enough there were four
tiny dotsin arow, down near hisbelt. “I called him a petty bourgeoisie—and an asshole to boot—and he
garted chasing me dl over dahouse. We d been eating supper, o he still had dafork in hishand. He
couldn’t catch me, so findly he just threw thefork. Ow!”

“Was he sorry?’



|zzy’ sface grew lumpy with laughter. “Hetold meto pull out the fork and get dafuck out of da house.
So | took his car and got drunk and wrecked it.”

They passed the bottle back and forth, taking small sips. Everything seemed so peaceful and right, herein
the woods, donewith an artitic friend. After awhile, 1zzy leaned forward and threw up between his

legs
“Let’'swak across datrestle, Conrad.”
“Areyousure...”

“I @n't drunk. | just throw up easy. | ruined my stomach with Ex-Lax, getting down to wrestling weight.
Comeon. Let’sgo face death.”

They got up and followed the railroad tracks to the trestle. There were two tracks, so it wasrelaively
safe, even though there were no guardrails.

The sun had just gone down. A good breeze was blowing. Beforelong, Conrad and |zzy were out in the
middle of the trestle, out over the dark creek, higher than the big, budding spring trees. Conrad took
another pull of vodka and whooped with joy.

Just then atrain’ s headlight appeared up ahead.
“Come stand herel” ydled |zzy, planting himsdf in the middle of the |eft-hand track.

“That' swrong!” screamed Conrad. “That’ sthetrack he’son!” The train was aready rumbling onto the
other end of thetrestle. It was loud, and 1zzy seemed not to understand he was in the wrong place.
Conrad jumped over, grabbed 1zzy, and shoved him to the right Side. Just then he stumbled.

Conrad was lying on the track, with the train bearing down on him, sounding its horn.Fly , hetold
himsdf,Fly!

In aflash he'd whipped out into midair, ten yardsto the left of the trestle. He hung there, scared to look
down, while the commuter train’ s four cars roared past. As soon it was safe, Conrad whisked himsdlf
back onto the trestle.

“Conrad!” hollered Tuskman. “You're OK! | thought . . .”
“I flew out of theway.”
“Bullshit”

“Bdieveit.” It wasdark now, and down in the meadow some people were lighting the bonfire. “1 forgot
totell you before. . . that'stheonething | cando. | canfly.”

“Denfly down to dafire”

“I"'m scared it might not work.” Conrad drained the vodka bottle and threw it out into the darkness.
Bright shapes were moving behind his eyes. It seemed like along timetill he heard the bottle break.
Crazy |zzy grabbed hisarm and made asif to shove him off the edge.

“Hey, takeit easy,” protested Conrad. Thiswas going to be too much troubleif it got out. The power
meant something; for now, it was better kept secret. “I can't redly fly, 1zzy. | lay down between therails
when the train came. Don'’ tpush melike that, shithead, I’ m only aregular guy.”



Chapter 10:
Saturday, April 11, 1964

“|t sBunger!”
“Hey, Conrad, wake up!”

Conrad was confused. He was a an angle, and there was a crumpled umbrellaover hisface. A haf-full
quart of beer skidded out from under him when hetried to Sit up.

Ace Weston and Chuckie Golem were standing over him. It was dawn, it was April, it was the morning
after the Crum party. Conrad had fallen adeep in some bushes. Down in the meadow you could see last
night's bonfire still smoldering.

“Y ou guys want some beer?’
“Look a him,” marveled Ace. “Helookslike acollege professor turned derdlict.”

“Aceand | sat up talking al night,” explained Chuckiein histaut, dry voice. “We saw something on the
hillsde here, and we couldn’t figure out whet it was.”

“I didn’t want to walk dl the way back last night,” explained Conrad. “1 took someone' sumbrellain case
it rained. Where are my glasses?”’

“The bottle by your somach isthe perfect touch,” chuckled Ace. He had an unkind sense of humor.
“Likeapiglet with its mother sow.”

“Pig,” sad Chuckie thoughtfully. “That should be hisnickname. Pig Bunger.”
“I'likeit,” agreed Ace. “Her€ syour glasses, Pig.”

Conrad struggled to hisfeet, and the three boys headed for breakfast. Conrad hadn’t seen much of Ace
Weston so far thisyear. Ace had short blond hair and was said to be amean drunk. Back inthefdl, he'd
managed to date the prettiest girl in their class. On the way to the dining hall, Ace talked about a book
cdledThe Glass Giant of Palomar .

“It’ sabout the first twenty-four-inch reflecting telescope mirror,” explained Ace. “ The guy who made it
went crazy. The mirror hasto be a perfect parabolic curve, right, and they have away to test it with
interference fringes up to an accuracy of one or two wavelengths of light. So thisguy, hisnamewas
Huffman, he grinds the mirror for four years and as soon asthey mount it, it cracks.”

“Jesus,” said Conrad politey. Weston seemed alot more excited than his subject matter warranted. A
put-on.

“ S0 he goesto the nuthouse,” continued Ace. “ And when he gets out he decides to make an even bigger
mirror. Thistime—"

“Have you ever seenWound Ballistics ?’ interrupted Conrad, not to be out-weirded. “1 found it in the
library. It'sdl pictures of guyswho got shot in some World War Two battle at Anzio. Legs missing and
everything. | used to leaveit open on Platter’ spillow at night.”

“Do you haveit in your room right now?’



“No. Platter hid it someplace. | keep getting overdue notices. The Palm-Wine Drinkard is another good
book. It'sby an African called Amos Tuatola. Platter scribbled al over the cover.”

“I have aredly good porno book,” put in Chuckie. “It'scalled . . .Confessions of Harriet Marwood,
Governess .”

“Thisyear’s campus sensation,” intoned Weston. “The newCatch-22 .” The three boys burst into
laughter.

“Say, look, Ace,” said Conrad findly. “Did you ever fuck Mary Toledo?’

“Yeah, Ace” clamored Chuckie. “Did you?’ Up till Christmas, Ace and Mary had been the handsomest
couplein the freshman class. Ace had even goneto Sit-in at a segregated diner to get arrested for Mary’s
beliefs. While he' d beenin jail, she' d started dating someone e se.

“Youshould have fucked Toledo,” indsted Conrad. “If you were going to sall Americadown theriver for
her.” He didn't like the group that had organized the sit-ins. One of them had been Pennington, the boy
who'd made fun of himin political science class.

“How about you, Pig?’ snapped Weston. “How aboutyour lovelife?’

“I don't have one,” sighed Conrad. “I keep getting drunk and scaring them away. | guessit's
approach-avoidance. Maybe I’ m queer.”

“Have you tried sheep?’ inquired Chuckie, pausing to push back hisglasses. 1 read in theKinsey Report
that most farm boys fuck animals. The. . .ewe is said to be agood approximation to the red thing.”

“Shit. Too bad my parentsdon’t livein Kentucky anymore. What with spring vacation starting today.”

After breakfast, Conrad went back to hisroom and packed. Even though he’ d dept outside, he felt
pretty good. It had been fun talking trash with Weston and Golem. And last night he'd flown again! He
helped Platter lug his huge trunk down to the train station and then took his own suitcase out to the
Washington bus that Swarthmore had chartered. His parents now lived in Alexandria, just southeast of
D.C.

There were aready quite afew peoplein the bus. Conrad spotted a pretty girl and took the seat next to
her. She had full red lips and atight-curled bouffant hairdo. He' d never seen her before. Maybe she
dated fraternity guys?

“Doyoumindif | St here?” he asked, wishing he' d shaved.
She glanced over neutrdly. “Do you mind if | snoke?’
“No. | smoketoo. | started this winter.”

“Oh.”

Not only had hisfriends at Swarthmore taught Conrad to smoke, they’ d taught him to readThe New
York Times . Asthe bus pulled out, he began studying his copy. Maybe he could find something to start
aconversation with thisgirl.

“ Another person abducted by aflying saucer,” said Conrad presently.

“Hmm?’



“In Oldham County, Kentucky. Happens dl the time down there.”
“That’ snot true.”
“Look, it sright herein the paper!”

They found more and more to talk about as the trip wore on. She even played the sametrip-game as
Conrad, the game of imagining that your finger isalong scythe that reaches out to mow the grass by the
road. Every time there' s atelephone pole you haveto lift your finger.

“Or sometimes | imaginethat I’'m running dong next to theroad,” said the girl. “And that | jump over
things”

“I candothat,” blurted Conrad. “ Sometimes| canredly fly.”

She smiled and lit aNewport. “How do you know?’

“Last night, | was drinking on thetrestle, and atrain amost ran over me.”
“Why would you do acrazy thing like that?’

“Showing off, | guess. | didn’t think it would be so dangerous. But, wait, the point isthat | flew out to the
sde of the trestle and floated theretill the train was past.”

“Oh, sure. Did anyone seeyou do it?’

“Wdl ...l waswith aguy, |zzy Tuskman, but hedidn’t actudly seemeintheair.”
“I’ve heard of Tuskman. 1sn’t he supposed to be an artist”?’

“That' swhat he says. Do you like art?’

“Inaway. When | wasalittle girl my parents used to take me the museum every Sunday, so I’ m pretty
fed up with the old masters. What | redlly like now is Pop art.”

“Yeah, yeah. Metoo. | love Andy Warhol. | wish | could look like him, al blank and cool. Did you hear
about the show he had where it was just fake Brillo boxes?’

“Y es. And soup-can paintings. | like those because then art is everywhere, and not just in boring Sunday
museums. Theworld isart.”

“What do you like to read? Have you readNausea 7’

“Ihave ,” saidthegirl, brightening even more. “I loved it. That guy Roquentinissocrazy . It' sthe only
good book that Sartre wrote. The others are too theoretical.”

“| wasredly hypnotized by that book in high schoal. | practicaly got suspended on account of it. | went
to a Catholic high school for some reason—it was supposed to be the best science school in
Louisville—and when | tried to talk about life being meaningless, the teachersal got mad at me.”

Thegirl looked him over once again. “Lifeisn’t redly so meaningless. | mean, usudly | don’t think so.
Pretty soon dl the flowerswill come out; that’s something to livefor. | love daffodilsthe most of all.”

Her parentslived in Geneva, Switzerland, and she was spending spring vacation in D.C. with high-school
friends. The reason Conrad hadn’t met her yet at college wasthat shewasajunior. A junior! Assoon as



he got back from spring vacation, hetried to call her for adate.

But the problem was. . . Conrad had failed to get her name. She' d told it to him when the bustrip
ended, but in the noise of the station he hadn’t heard. He combed the campus looking for her. He
couldn’t remember what she was mgoring in, and nobody seemed to have heard of her. Findly, one day
at the condiment tablein the dining hal, there she was.

“Oh, hdlo!” shesaid, amiling abig lipgtick amile.

“I'm so glad to see you!” exclamed Conrad. “Please tell me your name; I’ ve been looking for you, and |
don't know your name.”

“Audrey. My nameis Audrey Hayes. Come on, you can St with me and my friends.”

Audrey’ sfriendswerefour other girls, none of them very attractive. But by now, Conrad would have sat
with wild dogs to be near Audrey. When Audrey’ sfriends heard his name, they made wide eyes at her.
He' d aready gotten drunk often enough to have a bad reputation on campus. But Audrey wasreally glad
to see him. After lunch he asked her for adate.

“Will you cometo the Folk Festiva with me?’ The annua Swarthmore Folk Festival lasted four days,
with three big concerts.

“Which concat?”’
“Uh...dl of them?’

Thus began a season of sweetness. Conrad saw Audrey at every opportunity—I unch, supper, the
movies. The one problem was that she kept refusing to kiss him.

“I don’t want to be asucker, Conrad. | want to be sureyou redly likeme.” Audrey waslicking and
licking at astrawberry ice cream cone as she talked. They were standing under a tree outside the student
union. They’d just been to an evening pottery classtogether.

“I do likeyou, Audrey. Come on and kissme, will you?’
Lick.“l don't think | should, Conrad.” Lick.

Not quite knowing what he was doing, Conrad shoved Audrey’ sice cream cone aside and glued his
mouth to hers. She let the cone fall and put her arms around him. They kissed once, twice, three times.
The next day, white flowers came out dl over the tree they’ d been standing under.

Audrey was the best kisser Conrad had ever met. If she happened to bein the right mood, they’d Sit
down on the dark campus someplace and kissfor haf an hour or more. Audrey’ s mouth was so wet and
open, her breath so sweet, her tongue so strong.

“Why do you drink so much?’ she asked one night, interrupting the kissing and pushing Conrad back a
bit. They were sitting in a patch of daffodils near Audrey’ s dorm. The school year was dmost over.

“Uh...Idon'tknow. | just realy enjoy it. | fed confused and empty alot of thetime, Audrey. When
I'mdrunk | fed like | can seethe answers; | fed like I’ m closeto the world.”

“But that’ sdl backwards. Drinking cuts youoff from theworld.”

“From the ordinary world, sure. But there' sadeeper redlity. | can fed it. Withyou, | canfed it, asmuch
aswith drinking. We connect, we understand each other. It sthe secret of life”



“Whet is?’

“Fedling connected ingtead of cut off. Under the surface, thewholeworld isonething. Youand | are
like. . . finger-puppets on God' s hand. Or eyeson agiant jellyfish.”

“That doesn’t sound very romantic.”

“I don’'t mean it that way. | love you, Audrey. That’swhat | want to say. | love you much more than
drinking.”

“I'mglad.” They kissed alittle more, and then Audrey thought of another question. “Didn’t you oncetell
methat you can fly?’

“Yes. But only when it’ slife-and-desth. It's somekind of weird survivd trait | have.”
“Oh, sure”

“No, redlly. In high school | wasin acar accident, and | flew around atree. And last month | flew off the
trestleto save mysdf.”

“Couldn’t you fly for mealittleright now?’

“Y ou promise not to tell anyoneif | show you?’

“I promise”

“OK. Let’ssneak up to your dorm room.” Audrey lived on the third floor.
“No funny businessl”

“Don’'t worry, Audrey, I’m a Southern gentleman!”

Boysweren't dlowed to enter the girls dorm at night. But people did it al thetime. Y ou could climb up
the thick wisteria vines, or you could sneak up the back stairs. Audrey went in the main door and opened
the back door for Conrad. Whispering and giggling, they hurried up to her room.

It was nicein Audrey’ sroom, tidy and well arranged. There were stuffed animals, and French books,
and empty wine bottles with philodendron vines growing in them. Conrad let himself imagine that he lived
herewith her.

“Don’'t make any noise, Conrad, | could get suspended for this.”

“Just move those bottles and open your window.”

“Y ou'regoing to climb down?’

“I'm going tofly down!”

“Don't, Conrad, you might hurt yourself. You don't redly haveto fly toimpressme.”
“Butlcan!”

“Have you donethis before?’

“Not redly. I've been scared. But you make mefed strong enough.”



“Wadll, don't kill yoursdlf!” She cleared off thewindowsiII and threw open the big sash window. Sweet
spring air wafted in. Conrad crouched in the window and leaned forward.

For asecond he thought he was flying, but he was wrong. He was crashing down through the wisteria
vinesthat covered Audrey’ sdorm, crashing down feet-first. He fell about ten feet before he managed to
get hold of athick piece of the vine. The jolt amost tore hisarm out of its socket, but the vine held.
Moaning softly, Conrad climbed the rest of the way down. He could hear Audrey giggling overhead.

When he got to the bottom, he looked up and gave ajaunty wave.
“ Goe?’

“What happened, Conrad?’

“I... 1 guessit wasn't dangerous enough.”

“You'reincredible. I’'m going to miss you this summer.”

Chapter 11.
Thursday, March 4, 1965

1] H w, H'g."

“Say, Ace. Look at this.” Conrad was aonein hisfilthy room, looking at a piece of paper. Hewasa
sophomore now. Last spring’s happy love seemed far away. “It' s aletter from Dean Potts.”

“ ‘Dear Conrad,” ” Aceread doud. “ ‘| received acopy of the bill from the house director concerning
room damagein your suitein A section. The amount of damage astonishesme sinceit isthe largest bill of
this sort | have seen. | cannot imagine legitimate excuses for thiskind of destruction...” ” Ace broke off
and handed the letter back. “ Do you still have the knife?’

“Oh, yeah. My ninety-three-dollar Target Master throwing knife. Three dollarsfor the knife and ninety
for the damages. It wasthose holesin the plaster that redlly got them. They sent billsto my parentsand to
Platter’ s parents.”

“What did Platter’ s parents say?’

“They said, ‘ Ron, that’ swhat happens when you get in with abad crowd.” Y ou’ re going to have to pay
hishalf, Ace. Y ou were the one who aways threw the knife at the wall on purpose.”

“Let’sget drunk.”

“Age, wheds, and bread, Ace. W€ ll need dl three.”

“Florman’ saways sdllsto you, Pig. And | stole Chucki€' s car keys.”
“Isit il lunchtime?”

“Yesh”

“OK. W€l swing by thedining hall and I'll go through some purses.”

“Y ou're aman after my own heart, Fig.”



Conrad found six dollarsin a pursein the coat racks. He felt bad stedling it, but he really needed to get
drunk. Things were going very badly indeed. Audrey was unhappy, the Dean was incensed, and Conrad
hadn’t been to classesin over aweek.

It was snowing. Wet, early March snow.
“Kaka” said Ace, squinting through the dush on the windshield of Chuckie scar. “Theworld iska-ka.”

“Well get twelve quarts,” said Conrad soothingly. “ Twelve quarts of Balantine. We Il take them to your
room, and then we' |l put them in our somachs.”

“Good. Fed good.”

Conrad till roomed with Platter, but this year Ace was sharing alarge suite with Chuckie Golem and

Izzy Tuskman. Ace had his own bedroom, anice big room with two windows. One window gave onto a
fire escape, the other led out onto a peaked roof. It was agood place to drink. Conrad and Ace had
spent most Saturdaystherein thefdl, drinking and being glad they weren't at the football game. Recently
they’ d started drinking during the week aswell. It was a congtant struggle but somehow worth it. It was a
way of being coal.

“What' swith you and Audrey?’ Ace asked after they’ d started their first quarts.

“It' slike Platter says. * Thelittlewoman istired of playing second fiddle to Demon Rum.” When | showed
up drunk for supper yesterday, she told me she didn’t want to see me for aweek.”

“Doesn’t she redlize how lovable we are when we' re drunk?’

“Lessand less people do, Ace.” Conrad sighed and rubbed his temples. He was more worried about
losing Audrey than he cared to admit. “Let’ s put onCast Your Fate to the Wind . | lovethat song. It's
likelife. Touching gently and not getting through. Laughing drunk and bresking things. Walking quiet
holding agirl’s hand and looking at the sky and knowing it’sdl in the moment and—"

“Being happy and ruining it on purpose so you can start over.” Aceinterrupted. “Jacking off in aused
rubber by the roadside while your girl iswaiting in the car. Isn’t this beer going to get cold?’

“Y ou mean warm. Let’sput it in your bed.”

“OK.” Ace began bustling around, happy and excited. “ These are the twins,” he said, tucking two quarts
under hispillow. “And little Ricky deepsover here” He wedged a bottle down between the mattress and
thewall. “The neighbor kids go here.” He put six quarts under the quilt in the middle of the bed. “And
Celiahas her own room.” Thelast bottle went down at the foot of the bed.

The afternoon waned on pleasantly. When Ace and Conrad got tired of Cast Your Fate to the Wind ,
they began ligening toChuck Berry' s Greatest Hits . That was an album you could listen to for along
time. So that they wouldn’t have to keep getting up to piss, they tarted pissing in the empty quart bottles.
It kept you on your toes—not to pick up the wrong bottle—and you could compare input and outpuit.
They started grooving.

Ace: “Dean Potts should be here.”
Pig: “Sowe could dit histhroat.”

Ace “Andrigitlikeajunk OD.”



Pig: “Histwisted body on the tracks.”

Ace “Blackmail snaps of homo love.”

Pig: “And bookswith Platter’ sname.”
Ace “They’ d have a Quaker service.”

Pig: “And we could give a speech.”

Ace “Nothing’ swrong with being square.”
Pig: “Sperm, dcohol, and death.”

Suddenly most of the beer was gone and Ace was turning ugly. He lurched across the room and punched
out awindowpane. “Y ou seethat, Pig? No cuts.” Ace held up hiswhitefigt. “Thething istojerk through
. Nowimp hestation.” He punched out another pane.

“Don’t go breaking al thewindows, Ace. | don’t want to get in any more trouble thisweek.”

“Candy-ass. Y ou joke about death, but you' re redlly scared shitless. Dig.” Ace opened the window and
hopped out onto the roof. Therewas athick crust of ice and snow out there. Face set in angry brooding,
Ace began tightrope-walking backward aong the roof’ s dippery pesk.

“Hey, come on, Ace,” said Conrad, leaning out the window. “I know you have more guts than me. Big
ded,man .” Theroof doped down to a sheer fifty-foot drop on either side.

Ace made it out to the end of the roof, but then he took one step too many. He disappeared as suddenly
asaduck inashooting galery. Conrad had been tensed for this. For thefirst time sncethetrestle, his
power was back. He flew out the window, along the roof, and down to tumbling Ace, still fifteen feet
abovethe ground. He got hisarms around Ace s chest, and with afedling of digging into Nothingness,
Conrad managed to brace himsalf and dow Ace sdeadly fall. They touched down on the ground without
ajolt.

“Jesus, Conrad!”

“I can't dwaysdoit. So don’t fdl off the roof again, shithook.”

They went back to Ace' sroom and worked on the beer some more.

“Does Audrey know?’ Ace asked. He' d calmed down alot in the last few minutes.

“I'vetried telling her, but she doesn’t redlly believe me. Last pring | was going to show her | could
fly—I jumped out of her window. But my body knew | could catch one of the wisteriavines, so the
power didn’t cut in. | can only fly when it'samatter of life and death.”

“Y ou could jump off Clothier Tower. That’ s like atwo-hundred-foot sheer drop. Jump off at lunch hour!
All the girlswill want to fuck you. I’ ll help you screen the gpplications.” Ace paused to open the
second-to-last quart. “Y ou know, Conrad, in China, if you save someone slife, that meansyou haveto
take care of them forever. Will you give me haf the money you get from flying?’

“What money? From who? | mean if the government getswind of it, then they’ Il just draft me and use me
for asuicide spy mission. | could go in the circus and pretend to be an aeridist . . . but who wantsto bea
freak for dumb hicks? Crime might be apossihility, if | could learn tocontrol my flying, but . . .”



“Useit to invent antigravity,” suggested Ace. “ That’ d be big bucksfor sure.” He pulled at his beer. “I
can't believe this redly happened. Why shouldyou be ableto fly, anyway?’

“That' swhat | can’t figure out. Last year | wasthinking . . . | wasthinking maybe I’ m the new Messiah.
Like Jesus, you know?’

“Jesus was a greet ethica teacher, Conrad, not just some derdlict who knew how to fly.”

“Wadl, anyway. | mean if God—or the diens—gave me this magic power, it must be that I’ m supposed
to do something important.”

“So how come you spend dl your time getting drunk?’

“That’spart of it. | get drunk to see God, you know?When I'm drunk | fedl like | know the secret of
life. Know it in my body. The teachers here can’t tell me anything—they’ re old and square. The answer
isn't so much abunch of words asitisaway of feding.”

“The secret of life)” said Ace. “I'll tell you when | saw the secret of life. It was the morning star. Venus,
you dig? Once after my paper route there was still enough night left to get out my telescope and look at
it. It was a crescent like the moon! Y ou understand? Always get your emotions confused in what you're
doing and your mind will be sureto develop. If you want to get out and tell anyone.”

“Of course | want to get out,” said Conrad, just to have something to say. “Venusisreally acrescent?
I’ve never seen the morning star.”

“It' sthe same as the evening star, Pig. The bright dot that you see near the moon sometimes. That's
Venus”

“Yeah, yeah, I've seen it. | used to look at the sky with Larsen alot. We'd lie out on the grass and stare
up a thegtars”

“My big science friend was aguy named Table,” said Ace. “Billy Table. Hisfather was an acoholic stage
magician. Poor Table built himsdf abig reflecting telescope . . . sanded the mirror and everything—"

“ The Glass Giant of Palomar!”
“Exactly! And Table sfather got mad when he was drunk and he broke the mirror.”

“What aprick. My father was never likethat. | don't think he ever even hit me. Maybe once when | was
drunk. He used to hit Cadwell sometimes, but by the time | was ateenager, he was worn out.”

“Y eah, my Dad never hit me elther. He dways fought with my mother instead. They’ re getting divorced.”
Ace sadthislikeit was nothing, but Conrad could tell it meant alot. No wonder Ace was upset enough
tofdl off theroof.

“I'm sorry, Ace.”
“Can | havethelast quart?’

Conrad looked at his own lukewarm half-full quart. He' d had enough for now. “Yeah, OK. | don’'t see
why | can't get laid.”

“It's because you' re such astupid pig,” said Ace, opening the last beer. “Y ou drink so much because
you'retoo lazy to do anything dse”



“What do you mean lazy? It' swork getting money and whedls. Lazy. | just saved your life, didn’'t I?
Y ou' re so fucked-up you practicaly commit suicide, and now you' re tellingme how to live?’

“Maybe I’m doing you afavor,” said Ace evenly. It wasimpossible to ever get the better of Acein any
kind of argument—thiswas one of the reasons Conrad liked him so much. “Y ou talk about the secret of
life, Conrad, you talk about finding out some big Answer. Now, what that meansisthat you'd liketo be
anatigt. .. or maybeascientist. But you're still just adumb kid from Kentucky, and everyone treats
you that way.” Acefel slent, and let Conrad fill in the blanks.

“Except for Audrey,” said Conrad findly. “And, you know, | will makeit, Ace, someday I'll be afamous
intellectud. And I'll till be getting drunk.”

“I hope so, Conrad. | hope both.”

Chuckie and |1zzy showed up about then. Chuckie was alittle pissed about his car—he' d had to walk up
to campus and back, in the deet. But then 1zzy found abottle of sherry somewhere, and they al cheered
up. Chuckie played his guitar, and they made up a song about Conrad caledPig, Pig, Pig, What’ sthe
Use, Use, Use? People like Chuckie thought Conrad was a mess, but at least they could tell hewas
different. For now, that was enough.

That night Conrad dept on the floor of Ace'sroom. He' d hoped for another secret chat about hisflying,
and about his destiny, but Ace had turned mean again. Conrad' s last memory of the eveningwas Ace's
mock-sincere voice trying to trick himinto wetting his pants. “1 just did it mysdf, Conrad. Ahhh, it fedls

good. Relax. Goonand doit.” Somefriend!

When Conrad awoke, he was adone and the snow had melted. He crawled out Ace's other window and
went down the fire escape. Leaving with no love lost , Conrad thought to himself. He felt purged and
happy. The earth waslike avast terrarium, moist and unseasonably warm. Things were growing.
Life—not the secret of life—just lifeitsdlf.

To begin with, he' d get things back together with Audrey. He would give her hissignet ring, the von
Riemann coat of arms from his mother’ s deed father.

Chapter 12:
Wednesday, August 25, 1965

Conrad and Audrey were sitting in the bal cony of a Peristheater. The lady they were staying with had
given them ticketsto agirlie show.

“Look at that man over there,” said Audrey. “He has atelescope .”

Sure enough, a man two rows ahead of them was studying the distant pink flesh through a short black
tube.

“Hemust bearegular. It'sdl old people here, have you noticed, Audrey?’

“ Et voila!” cried the woman onstage as she peded off the last layer. She had her ssomach sucked in,
and her ribsjutted out unnaturally. Her voice was shrill with the effort of filling the cavernous theeter.

“ Maintenant je fais do-do!” (“Now I’'m going night-night.”) Some men in tuxedos danced out and
began carrying her around on a huge platter. Her puddled breasts did thisway and that. Conrad didn’t
want to get interested.



“Do you want to leave, Audrey?’
“Let’'sdo. Thisisso square.”

It was a hot summer night, with Paris sparkling al around them. Conrad had earned enough a a summer
construction job to come visit Audrey in Geneva. Her father was a diplomat there. And now Conrad and
Audrey were spending afew daysin Pariswith aHayes family friend. It was fantagtic, an American
dream, from basement digger toboulevardier in ten short days.

“Your hands are so hard, Conrad.” They were strolling down atree-lined Street.

“That' sfrom the tamper. Y ou know what that iS? It' sayellow machine shaped like an outboard motor.
But at the bottom, instead of apropeller, there sabig flat metal foot. The whole thing hops up and down
like arobot pogo stick. Most days, my job was to guide the tamper al around the dirt floor of anew
basement to flatten the dirt out. It was exhausting, and then for hours |’ d sill fed the jerking in my arms.
The regular workers—the black guys—stuck me with the tamper as much as possible. They cdled itthe
hand-jive machine .”

“Didthey likeyou?’

“They were nice. They treated me like anyone else. One of them, aguy named Whegetland, he' d throw
back his head and scream, ‘ Ah just loooove to fuck!” He was an older guy. He' d ook at me and say,
‘When | wasyo' age my dick be hard six daysaweek!” ”

Audrey giggled and squeezed Conrad’ s hand. Ever since he'd given her hissignet ring they’ d gotten alot
closer. He' d been drinking less, and she' d started | etting him fondle her breasts. She had wonderful
breasts, with big tiff nipples. Remembering them, Conrad began hugging Audrey right there on the
sdewak. They kissed intensdly.

“Should we do it, Audrey? Do you want to fuck?’
“Yes” Thesmplicity of the answer astounded Conrad. Good thing he' d asked!

They had a couple of drinksin anightclub and danced alittle. It was hard to pay attention to anything.
Findly it waslate enough so that their hostess was certain to be in bed. They let themselvesinto the
gpartment and sat down in the living room. Conrad had a couch in there, and Audrey was deepingin the
guest bedroom.

“Areyou sure you want to?’ asked Audrey.

Conrad fdt like a condemned man. “Y es. Of course.” They made out for awhile, working themsalves
up, and then Audrey went to her room.

“You comeininaminute, Conrad.”

He changed into his pgjamas and got two rubbers out of histravel kit. He d had those rubbersfor along
time. In the confusion of the moment, Conrad’ s mind kept blanking out. Whenever he closed hiseyeshe
saw snow, clouds of snow.

Audrey wasin her bed waiting for him. He got the rubber on and pushed into her. He could hardly fed
anything; he was numb dl over. But there was warmth and smoothness; he could tell hewasin. Her neck
smelled like honey. They pushed and bounced. He was going to come. Hetold her. Hetold her he loved
her. In the dark, his eyes were full of snow, snow that he somehow sensed asNorth Dakota snow . A
bugle was sounding, and there in the snowstorm you could see Old Glory risng up the flagpole. The



Stars and Stripes. Showing the colors. Here, yes, here. Now.

They did it asecond time, just to make sure they redlly weren't virgins anymore. The next morning,
Conrad and Audrey wandered around Parisin a daze.

“Weredlydid it, Conrad.”

“Oh, Audrey. | can't believeit. | can’'t beieveit finally happened. That' s the weirdest thing about time,
the way thingsthat you never think will comefinally do come. | loveyou, Audrey. | loveyou alot.”

“I’'m so excited, Conrad, | can hardly see. | fed like I’m going to fall over!”

They found themsdlves on adeck hafway up the Eiffel Tower. The only other person there was an old
woman with a poodie on aleash. She was busy peding an orange.

“Why does't the elevator go al theway to thetip?’ Conrad asked Audrey.
“Thisishigh enough for me. | fed likethewind could blow meright off. My head is buzzing.”

“Metoo. | fed light asair. | bet | could fly around the tower, Audrey.” He had adready told her about the
time he saved Ace' slife.

“Don'triskit! | want my darling to be safe.”

But now that the idea had formed in Conrad’ s mind, it was overwhelming him. Last night he' d done an

impossi ble thing—he' d fucked Audrey. Why not do another miracle today? Before Audrey could stop

him, he'd jumped up to stand on the deck’ srailing. Vast windy space out there, ahungry void.| can do
it.

As he began to teeter forward, the old tightening in hisbrain’s center began. Y es. He could hold on to
gpace. Conrad did adow flip and hung upside down, hisfacein front of Audrey’s. From this
perspective, it looked like her mouth wasin her forehead. He blew her akiss and drifted off the deck
and into thin air. The poodle started barking.

Moving quickly, and not letting himsdlf think about it too much, Conrad flew al the way around the tower
and landed back at Audrey’ sside. The devator had just brought up aload of tourists. The old woman
with the poodie was ydling to the guard, ydlling and pointing at Conrad. The guard frowned, turned off
the elevator, and took out alittle notebook.

“Oh, God, Conrad, they want to give you aticket for climbing off the deck. It sstrictly forbidden.”

“l didn’'tclimb .”

The guard gave a perfunctory tip of his hat and asked for their passports.

“Let’'sjust fly off, Audrey. | don't want any big legal hasde.” The power was till humming in his head.
“No!”

Upset and shaking, Audrey rummaged in her purse for her passport. Thiswas no way to be spending
lunch hour on such aspecid day. She' d said no to theidea of flying, but she' d said no about other things,
too. Conrad put hisarms around Audrey’ swaist and flew the two of them out off the deck. The tourists
from the evator started yelling; someone took a picture. Audrey clung to Conrad’ s neck in terror.

“Don’'t drop me!”



Conrad felt his control waver when he looked down. Black asphalt down there, and the vast latticed
curve of the tower’ sleg. Some of the ants on the distant pavement looked up and pointed. Thiswas
madness.

Quickly, before the power faded, Conrad headed for the towers of Notre Dame. Asthey went speeding
over Paris, with al the cars and people below like adistant movie, Audrey stayed glued to him, her eyes
sueezed shut. They angled in low and landed on some deserted cobblestones by the Seine.

“Don’t you ever do that to me again, Conrad.”

A fisherman/bum some twenty yards away stared a them for amoment, then looked away.
“Let’sget the Metro out of here,” suggested Conrad.

“The people on the Eiffd Tower know we camethisway.”

In the subway, Audrey camed down. They rode until they found themsalvesin Saint-Germain. They had
agood lunch at the Café Flore.

“What' s going to happen, Conrad?’ asked Audrey over coffee. “Areyou going to start flying al the
time?’

“Maybe.” Conrad felt within himsdlf. “But right now | don’t think | can anymore. It slike | told you
before, it sasurvivd trait. | haveto risk my lifeto make it start. On the tower | was so excited to think
we actually fucked that | went ahead and took the chance.” Hetook her hand and squeezed it.

Audrey stared deep into his eyes. Her face looked so open. “It’ s too bad today’ s our last day here.”

“WE |l havelots more chancesthisfal. Y ou can comevisit me at Swarthmore; and I’ll take the bus up to
vigt youin New York.” Having finished college, Audrey was planning to get amaster’ sin French at
Columbia. “We dtill haveto get good &t it.”

“You didn’t think it was good?’

“Of courseit was good. I'm crazy about you, Audrey. And I'm going to start studying hard, so that when
| graduate, | can get agood job to support you.”

“You're planning to marry me?” Shelooked surprised.
“Of course”

Walking back to the Metro, they passed akiosk sdlling afternoon papers. In the middle of page one,
there was a photo of aman and woman hanging in midair. The Eiffd Tower’ srailing wasin the
foreground, Notre Dame in the background. Conrad and Audrey’ sfaces didn’t show.

“What does the caption say, Audrey?’

“ ‘Mysterious Hoax: Two Americans Sought.” ” Shelooked at himin dismay. “I hate having our picture
in the paper like that. What would they do to you if they found you, Conrad?’

“It...” Conrad' s mouth worked wordlesdly. “I . . .” He staggered and sat down on the curb. The
picture of himflying. Something about it . . . Hefdt like there was Novocain in his heead—Novocain
and thick, heavy throbbing.Picture not good.

“Areyou dl right, Conrad? What' s happening?’



Chapter 13:
Thursday, December 2, 1965

“M\V/ hat do you mean, ‘levitation’ 7" Mr. Bulber was bored and impatient. He and Conrad were alonein
the physicslaboratory.

“Antigravity,” said Conrad, lighting acigarette. “| want to invent antigravity. That'swhy | decided to
mgor in physics”

Conrad had come back from Parisfilled with high resolve. He d been cracking the books like never
before. Audrey was up in New Y ork, doing grad school at Columbia; she and Conrad got together and
fucked one or two times amonth. It was agreed that they were both free to date others—Audrey had
inssted on this point last time they’ d been together. Three weeks ago. Conrad hadn’t really heard from
her snce. Three weeks? He d been studying hard. Three weeks? It was something to worry about, all
right; but nevertheless, right now, Conrad’ s plan was to figure out away to mechanize hisflying ability,
revolutionize trangportation, marry Audrey, and retireasamillionairein three or four years.

“Flying without wings,” amplified Conrad, exhaing smoke. “It' san old science-fiction idea. I’ m pretty
confident | can get it working.”

Mr. Bulber grew irrationaly angry. He was thirty-two, with a potato-face and nestly oiled dark hair. He
had a small pompadour. Back when Mr. Bulber had been a student, he’ d been aloner, mocked and
reviled by people like Conrad Bunger. He d just gotten tenure, and the college had promised him a
sabbatica for next year. Mr. Bulber wasworn out from six years of teaching and in no mood to nurture
some shaggy young wastrel’ s dreams of glory.

“Conrad Bunger. All right. Fact: Antigravity isimpossible. If you knew tensor andysisand generd
relativity, | could show you why. But you don't know. Y ou never will.Advice: Stop thisintellectua
measturbation and bring your lab book up to date. At this point, you' reworkingonaD.” Mr. Bulber
caught Conrad’ s crushed expression and softened a bit. “It’' s good to dream, Bunger, don’t get me
wrong. Every scientist startswith adream. But physicsisreal . Theworld is stubborn. Just wishing for
something doesn’'t make it so.

“What if | told you that | can fly?’
Mr. Bulber’ sface hardened. “I’ d tell you to get counsdling.”

Conrad made abrief effort to levitate on the spot, but the vibesweren't right, down herein a
machine-filled basement, done with an old nerd who thought antigravity was crazy bullshit. And Audrey
hadn’t written, and she wasn't ever therewhen hecalled. . .

Hetook his books up to the science library and tried to do the homework for Bulber’ s Mechanics and
Wave Moation course.Let a 40-kg cannon ball be attached to a 3-m chain weighing 5 kg per m. The
ball is carried to the top of a 4-m ladder. How much work is done? Jesus. Too much work, that’s
how much. Next question.A boy on a Ferriswhedl is playing with a yo-yo. Find the velocity of the
yo-yo, given that . . . Conrad sighed and closed hisbook. None of this stuff made sense. Science. He
remembered aguy from chem. lab back at St. X. Gary Fitzer, atotal screwball. Fitzer had snuck atest
tube under the lab bench, pissed init, and set it over his Bunsen burner to boil. What a stench! Brother
Hershey had pounded Fitzer' s ass. Antigravity might aswell be piss stink, asfar as Mr. Bulber was
concerned.



“Get ahaircut,” said athick voice behind Conrad. “Loveit or leave.” It was Platter. Despite occasiona
gpats, he and Conrad were still roomies and best friends. Platter did al his studying in the science library.
He said it was more boring that way.

“Alwaystearing down,” responded Conrad. “Never building up.”
“Orhit,” said Platter, smacking hislipsand stroking hisbeard. * Uff, uff.”
“Orbit, man.”

Inthelast year or two, it seemed like society had begun to turn against people Conrad and Platter’ s age.
Growing up, they’ d been America s Finest, but now al of asudden they were spoiled brats,
Spock-raised squalers, no-good ingrates. Even though nothing had changed. Politicians were picking up
onit, and thefunnies, too. Plater’ s* Orbit, man, uff, uff” routine was from avillainous young longhair now
playinginLittle Orphan Annie . Rex Morgan was on thetrail of acollege LSD guru.Li’l Abner .. .in
the old daysit had beenfunny . . . but now the strip was always about Joanie Phonie (Joan Baez), and
SW.I.N.E. (Students Wildly INdignant about Everything). Conrad had never liked peopletelling him
what to think—but if you had to choose between radicals and uptight old people, there was no contest. If
only he could get hold of some drugd!

“You want to go eat?’ asked Platter.

“Sure. That Bulber issuch an asshole”

“Why? He expects you to do homework? Take tests? Go to lab? What aNazi!”

“Aw, | wastdling him thisreally good ideal have, and he started dumping al over me.”

“What kind of idea?" asked Platter, beginning to smile. He' d had experience with Conrad’ s “good idess’
before.

Conrad hesitated. Even though they’ d roomed together for three years now, he till hadn’t ever told
Platter that he could fly. Ace and Audrey were the only ones who knew—and Ace never mentioned it.
Actudly, Ace had been so drunk the time Conrad saved him that maybe he' d forgotten the whole thing.
The picture of Conrad and Audrey flying off the Eiffd Tower had been widely publicized—it had even
been on TV—but no one knew who it had been, or what had really happened.

“Can you keep a secret, Platter?’

“Likeatomb.” They were walking across the campus now. It was the sart of December, raining alittle,
beginning to get dark. “Let me guess. Y ou’ ve discovered anew member of the pion family. Fellaname of
Ed Pion, with ahaf-life of two picoseconds. A red degenerate particle, Ed is, heretoday and gone. . .”

“Thisisserious, fucktooth. I canfly. | canlevitate.”

Platter’ s gasping laugh started up.Haw-nnh-haw-nnh. “ Sure you can, Conrad. And that fascist swine
Bulber doesn't believe you.” Haw-nnh-haw-nnh. “He thinks you re aweirdo. Just because you have

long hair!”

Conrad had to laugh aong, but he was more than allittle disappointed. If only there was some way to
convince Plater he was serious. The only time he could be sure of flying waswhen hislifewasin
danger. . ..

So beit. The two boys were just walking up to the curb of astreet that cut through the campus. A heavy



delivery truck was chugging toward them. With awell-timed spring, Conrad flung himsdlf in front of the
truck, expecting his mind to come up with the usua last-minute life-saving flight. But something even
stranger happened.

Conrad waslying therein the Street. Platter was yelling, and the skidding truck was only inches avay.Fly
, Conrad wasthinking,| know | can do it.

All a once, lying there, Conrad redlized that he was not going to be able to fly. Something about having
hisand Audrey’ s picturein the paper had finished the power off. Wasthis, then, somekind of suicide
atempt?

Thetruck’ sleft tire, moving dowly asin adream, bore down on Conrad’ sface. The low-hanging
bumper was about to touch his hip. The right tire was dready nudging hisfoot. There was only one way
out: Get small! Shrink!

It happened. For thetime it took the truck to pass, Conrad shrank down to alength of two inches. His
clothes shrank with him. Tiny in the road, he got to hisfeet and gaped up a the truck’ sundersde—a
moving sky of angry machinery. As soon asthe truck had skidded past, Conrad got big and took off
running.

Platter caught up with him at the dining hall. “ Jesus, Conrad. What happened back there? Y ou trying to
kill yoursdlf? Thetires barely missed you! Y ou needhelp , old roomie. | don’t want to wake up
tomorrow and find a grinning corpse in the other bed.”

“Where' s Ace? We gottatalk to Ace.”
“He sin there eating supper, Conrad. What' s the matter with you?’

They found Ace edting donein acorner of thedining hal. Acewasin one of hisantisocial phasesthese
days. He frowned impatiently when Conrad and Platter set their trays down on hislittle two-person table.

“No room,” snapped Ace.

“Tell Patter,” said Conrad, dragging over an extrachair. “ Tel himthat | used to be ableto fly. Thetime
you fdl off the roof?’

Ace cut asmdl piece of Swiss steak and chewed it for awhile. He peppered his salad and ate some.
“You sad not to talk about it,” he said finaly, squeezing lemon into histea

“Butit’strue, isn'tit?Iflew .

“It seemed that way,” shrugged Ace. “We were pretty hammered.”

“Y ou know what Bunger did just now?’ interrupted Platter. “He threw himsdlf under afucking truck.”
Acewas on his dessert now, vanillapudding. “Did hefly to safety?” He didn’t bother to look up.

“Ishrank ,” said Conrad triumphantly. “1 stood up under the truck and it just drove over. | wasthesize
of athumb!”

Platter groaned and Ace began to laugh.Eh-eh-eh. “You'redl right, Fig, you redly are.” Eh-eh-eh. “You
want to get some beer?’

“Wdl ...l guessso.”



“What about Mechanics and Wave Motion?’ protested Platter. “What about Audrey?’

“A man’sgot to do what he can, Ronnie.” Ace made awise face and waved one of his hands
palm-down over hisplate. “ Evenif he' sthe sze of athumb. Did | ever tell you dl about when | worked
behind the counter at the Big Woof?’

“Uh...no,” said Conrad. “Tell usabout it.”
“The Big Woof?" said Platter. “What kind of place wasthis, Weston?’

“It wasadiner up in Massachusetts. | worked there the summer after high schoal. All the customers
wereidiots; | mean who but an idiot would eat food from a place cdled the Big Woof? One of these
guyswould comein, it at the counter, and say, ‘ Put me on adog, Chief.” I"'d ook over and snap back,
“Youwouldn’t fit.” A lot of laughs. The bosswaskind of pitiful. Ned. Ned's daughter was, like, ared
dut. Lots of makeup, always with adifferent guy, and fucking al of them. Ned tried not to think about it.
Thenin August, al of asudden, Ned' s daughter wanted to get married real fast. She was knocked up, |
guess, and was marrying a Puerto Rican. Ned wanted to make the best of it—hiswife was dead, and his
daughter was dl he had. He loved her alot, and he wanted the best for her, so he threw her abig
wedding reception in the Holiday Inn. | was there, too, therewas alot to drink, but the groonm’ sfriends
and family were red assholes. | mean, it was awedding reception, and they were al acting like Ned and
his daughter were trash. Y ou could tell the groom wasn't going to treat her right; it was like even though
shewas married, everyone was going to cal her adut forever. Just for wanting to get laid alot, no
different than guys. It was pretty terrible.”

“Thisisredly cheering Conrad up alot,” said Platter. “ Thisisjust the kind of story he needsto hear.”

“No, no,” said Conrad. “Go ahead.” It was dways niceto listen to Acetak. That wasthered fun of
drinking with him, listening to the endless flow of hisoddly danted stories.

“Right. So the reception breaks up with the groom dapping Ned' s daughter and hustling her into the car.
Everybody grabbed a bottle from the bar and split. Ned had |eft his car at the Big Woof—so he could
ride to the wedding with his daughter in alimousine—and | gave him aride back over there. ‘It'sal for
the best, hekept saying. ‘I'm sureit’sal for the best.” 1t was Sunday, and the diner was closed. As
soon aswe pulled into the parking lot you could smell it.”

“Smdl what?””

“All the meat had spoiled. Ned had abig walk-in freezer with three months worth of meset in there. The
motor had blown out maybe Saturday night, and al day the sun had been shining. It waslike five
thousand dollars worth of meat—hot dogs, hamburger, steaks, and chickens—all stinking and rotting
there, while some prick was driving off with Ned' s pregnant daughter. It was like the summary of his
life”

“What did Ned do? What did he say?’
“Heaways caled me Westy. ‘Westy,” hesaid, ‘you' ve only got onelife. Make the most of it.” ”

Chapter 14:
Thursday, December 9, 1965

Conrad gave up schoolwork again and spent aweek getting drunk with Ace. Audrey seemed more and



more distant. Finally al sources of money dried up. It was agray winter morning, and Conrad was
walking around with nothing to do.

Hewas |oath to go back to the dorm. . . . Platter was on the warpath. Something about pgjamas. Ace
and Conrad had been drinking . . . yesterday . . . and Ace had put Platter’ s green pgjamas on over his
clothes. Then they’ d found Platter’ sbig stash of old porno magazines and showed them to everyone.
What a panic.

Some ugly girls had asked Ace and Conrad up to their gpartment; the girls had even paid for beer. Some
wild scenelateat night . . . Ace humping agirl in the bathroom . . . thelandlady coming up . . . Conrad
scribbling gibberish in anotebook . . . forget it.

Conrad wandered into one of the dorms and took a shower. Better. There was a crazy guy who lived
here—Freddy Whitman. People said he took drugs. Check it out. These daysit seemed like every issue
ofLife had LSD on the cover.

Whitman's door was open, and Conrad walked right in. Surf music on the box. Whitman was &t his
desk, blond and mad-eyed, his shirtdeevesrolled al the way up to his armpits. He was measuring some
thick red liquid into gelatin capsules.

“What are you doing, Freddy?’

“...Bunger. | knew you' d come by sooner or later. Thisismescaline. | boiled alot of cactusfor three
daysto get it.”

“Cectus?”’

“Look.” Freddy pulled abig cardboard box out of his closet. It wasfilled with flat green cactus buds.
“Peyote. | order it from Texas. Wild Zag Garden Supply. It s<till legal. Have you ever tripped?’

“I’ve never even smoked marijuana, Freddy. How do you know about dl this stuff?’

“It'sinthe comics” Laughing and twitching hiselbows, Freddy handed Conrad aMarvel comic. “Thisis
about atrip , man.”

Conrad flipped through the pages. It was aWeird Adventure about aman who getson asubway a a
stop that’ sboarded up. Thetrainisfull of beige snout-monsters and |eads to another dimension.

“Freddy, | don't seewhat . . .”

“And look at this. It'smy letter to the FBI.” Freddy handed Conrad aclosdly written piece of paper
titled “STOP PERSECUTING FREDRIC Q. WHITMAN.” Whitman was strange for sure. He' d been
away from college last year, but now he was supposed to be making afresh sart. “Do you want some

peyote?’
“Uh, what doesit fed like?’

“Thebest tripisif you shoot up acid.” TheS-sound inacid came out sweet and sibilant. Freddy sounded
like akid talking about candy. “1 did that last week, and after awhile | noticed thisbig jewel stuck to my
forearm. It was the syringe.”

“But what about peyote? Will | see God?’

“It sagood solid trip. Colors. Lots of physical stuff. Here, eat these. Eat three.”



Conrad took the peyote buds and looked at them. They were fresh and moist, with small soft spines. He
broke off a piece. It was spongy and white inside.

“Goon,” urged Freddy. “Blow your mind.”

Conrad started chewing. Very bitter. A definite feding of crossing afrontier. Thiswas something he'd
wanted to do for along time.

“Be careful not to eat those hairsin the middle of the buds,” cautioned Freddy. “ They have strychnine.”

Conrad chewed and swallowed, swallowed and chewed. It was hard to avoid the hairs. He picked some
of them out from between histeeth. “ Give me two more buds. | want to be sure it works.”

Therewas slence, there was noise. Freddy was Sitting across the room, watching closaly. Histeeth
seemed so white. He was planning to eat Conrad’ s brain.

“I’'m leaving,” announced Conrad. His voice echoed in the quiet room. “I want to get someplace safe
beforeit' stoo late”

“You haveto stay. | want to watch you fresk out.”

“A phonecal.” Any sign of panic could befatd. “1 just have to make aphonecal, Freddy. I'll come
right back up.”

Conrad went down to the dorm lobby and sat in the phone booth. He wanted to call Audrey, up at
Columbia. The receiver was soft and melting. None of the numberswould stay still. Y ou could seethe
operator insde the handset. It rang and rang. Conrad staggered to a couch and thefull trip hit him likea
ton of bricks.

The subway. Conrad wasin the first car of asubway train, staring out into the darkness ahead. He was
the driver and his ssomach was the engine, pushing the vision forward with wave after wave of perigdtic
agony. Ropy tooth-mongters |loomed ahead, huge pink and beige maws. Conrad tumbled forward, ever
faster, swallowed by mouth after mouth. It was like aterrifying ghost-house ride, and he wanted to
scream; but his mouth wasfull, full of sour stinking lumpy lava—the facesleered and gibbered, thetrain
swayed and crashed, endless strobing horror visions; and Conrad was too wesk to even die.

At some point he redlized he' d been throwing up. Puking into agreen metd wastepaper basket, and
thinking the vomit patterns were faces. Freddy Whitman still waiting upgtairs, dig,| want to watch you
freak out . Help!

Conrad shuffled out to the street. The bare trees’ black branches were monsters' claws. Reaching,
reaching, reaching, reaching. Should hewalk in the middle of the Street? But the carsl Those stories
about people who went crazy and ran into traffic or jumped out windows . . .Calm down, Conrad.
“Cdm down,” repeated amillion voicesin his head, voicesthat thinned and twisted into devils' laughter.
“Cam down down downdowdowdowddddyyyahhahahahahasauuuuugh! Y ou’ re going going goinnnnnng
Craasasaazzyyyyashahahahahaaaasah!” 1t was beyond any horror Conrad had ever imagined. Why had
he gotten into this?

His dorm room was deserted. Everything looked like aface. The desk, the doorknobs, the bathroom
snk. Even the blank wallslooked like faces, the nightmare faces you can't stand to see. “Kill yourself,”
whispered the razor on the sink. “ Cut your wrists and end the torture.”

Conrad rushed out of hisdorm. Tried to rush—the air wasthick asjelly. Chuckie Golem and some other
guyswere renting a house across the street this year. Go there! Be with people! It took forever. He



could barely talk when he found hisfriends.

“Where did you get it?" Chuckie kept asking. “Where did you get the dope?” Completing an answer was
next to impossble. Language had become an infinitely ramifying net—ingtead of the tame familiar grid.
Each word opened onto a new, randomly selected context.

For amoment, Conrad fell into the delusion that he was a physics professor, explaining relativity to the
four smiling faces at Golem’ s kitchen table. The room became astagdlike lecture hall . . . but then the
refrigerator beckoned, and Conrad hugged its great white smoothness. Food. Sex. Things grew less
hectic.

“What do you see, Conrad?’ He and Chuckie were sitting face to face.

“It'slikeaRenair. I’ ve dways wanted to be in aRenoir painting and now | am. Ma. The horrors. | had
the horrors. Finbal. I'min apinbal machine fzzzt , thelight, oh, the colored lights, tunnel dragon,there ,
did you fed it, too, the vomit lava? Love. I'm so happy. | was scared I’d kill mysdlf. Dr. Kildare
Morgan. Everything apainting with the tooth teeth under it. It Stsvery . . .

Conrad had been staring at Golem as he talked, and now the other boy’ s face began to undergo a series
of high-speed changes.

Renoir/Modigliani/Cézanne/Rousseau/Roud t/Bonnard/V uillard/M onet/L éger/Dufy/Chirico/Nol de/Schwitt
ersErnst/Brague/Picass0 . . . the entire history of modern art compressed into one wonderful rush of
variations on Chuckie Golem'sface. . . ending with what seemed like twenty minutes of pure Cubist
flow.

“Here s Platter,” said Chuckie. “We called him to come get you.”

Platter took Conrad back to their dorm room but not before Chuckie took him aside to give athousand
cautions. Chuckie knew about drugs; he had friendsin the Village.

“God, Platter,” said Platter asthey walked back to the room. “Y ou look terrible. No wonder they’re
making this stuff illegd. The pathetic husk of aonce-great mind.”

Conrad laughed in mechanical burgts. Platter’ s voice sounded so thick and convincing. Platter got
Conrad into their easy chair and gave him aglass of water. Conrad spilled the water.

Thevisgonsgrew stranger. Conrad felt himself and histhoughts asfilling avast balloon, afloppy sphere
that floated up miles above the Earth. He was a great transparent balloon with along neck that stretched
down to suck the gray-white December air. He had aterrible fedling that soon the neck would bresk. He
would stop breathing and die. Being dead would fed the same at first . . . but then the balloon would melt
and the magpie scraps of C. v.R. Bunger’s personality would scatter into bright empty space. He' d get
his crystd, and the flame-people would pick him up in their flying saucer. Groovy. Let it happen. . .

“ CONRAD!”

Heforced his eyes open. The easy chair’ s cushion stretched out on every side. His and Platter’ sroom
wasthe sze of agymnasum. He' d shrunk again. Platter was shouting something, lifting the glass of
water . ..

Flat.
The water. Cold life on cold Earth. Conrad was big again. He was wet al over.

“Conrad,” Platter was babbling. “I wasredly worried. Y ou were shrinking! Like you said you did under



that truck. What’ s going on here, anyway? Y ou were the size of my thumb, Platter, | svear! Don't take
these drugsanymore, it' smadness I'm going crazy just living with you!”

Chapter 15:
Friday, December 10, 1965

Audrey shared aNew Y ork gpartment with two other girls, also graduate students. The apartment was
afourth-floor walk-up, between Broadway and Amsterdam Avenue.

The daylong peyote trip had granted Conrad one short revelation.Go see Audrey. As soon asthe Suff
had worn off enough, Conrad stole a crowbar from the janitor’ s closet and pried open the dorm change
machine. Fifteen dollarsin quarters. A round-trip busticket to New Y ork was a prohibitive twelve
dollars, so Conrad hitched instead. He made asign saying NY C and got Chuckieto take himto abig
highway. Just before dropping him off, Chuckie gave him some ydlow granny-glassesto wear.

“Takethese, Conrad. They’ll help you keep it together.”

He dipped the glasses on. Everything looked thick and sunny—Iike the good part of the peyotetrip.
“Do | look cool ?’

“Youlook likearea blown mind.”

Conrad didn’t have to wait long before an empty moving van stopped. Thetruck’ s cab wasfull of Itaian
movers. Conrad had to ride in back.

It wasweird for Conrad back there, in the rumbling dark, with echoes of the peyote till bouncing around
his skull. It took a conscious effort not to startseeing things. Fast-flickering flame-people, mind-rays, and
chains of hidden cause-effect,another order of reality ...

Thetruck dropped him off somewherein Manhattan. It was early evening. The store windows werefull
of Christmas displays. Taking the subway uptown to Audrey’ swas the hardest part. The horror-train.
Conrad was scared to look out the windows or at the other passengers. Instead he looked at his hands.
They wereflaking like wet cardboard. The flesh was crumbling off, and he could see the bones
undernegth.

He hadn't called Audrey, because he was afraid she might say not to come. He had to push the
downgtairs bl in her building for quite awhile before she buzzed the door. And when hefinally got
upstairs, she was aone there with another guy.

“Thisismy friend Richard,” Audrey told Conrad.

Richard offered Conrad aglass of wine. He d just brought a bottle over to share with Audrey. She
deserved it, said Richard, because she'd let him store his golf clubs here over Thanksgiving bresk. Flesh
was peding off his head, and Conrad could see sections of his skull.

“Actudly,” explained Conrad, “I have adate with Audrey tonight. We were planning to go out to dinner,
weren't we, Audrey?’

She paused, thinking, then agreed. Richard took his golf clubs but left the wine. It was Almaden Chablis.
“Why didn’t you cal?’” Audrey asked.



“IsRichard your new boyfriend?’
“Y ou look terrible, Conrad. What have you been doing to yoursdf?’

“| took some peyote. It made me throw up and seevisions. | ill don't fed quitenormal. | fed likel’'m
from outer space.”

Audrey frowned. “Y our drinking is aready so bad, and now you have to start with drugs. Isthat going to
be the new thing with you, Conrad?’

“It’ s better than golf.”

Audrey looked down at her 1ap and began picking at aloose thread on her jeans. She didn’t want to
meet hiseyes. “What if we stopped seeing each other?’ she said after awhile. * Swarthmore was fun,
Conrad, and this summer in Pariswas lovely. But couldn’t that be enough? Why should | have to marry
the very first person | make loveto? Life shouldn’t be so predictable.”

“Having apredictablelifeistheleast of my worries,” said Conrad with ashort laugh. “Thingsare
congtantly falling gpart. Y ou’ re the only solid thing in my world, Audrey, you rethe warm center.” He
knelt by her chair and began kissing her. “Don’t drop me, Audrey. | need you so much.”

She kissed back with some fervor. He got her breasts out, she unzipped hisfly, and afew minutes later
they werein her bed fucking.

“Oh, Audrey. Thisfeds so good. Everything' s been skeletons.”

“It'sdl right, Conrad. | do till loveyou.”

After sex, they lay in Audrey’ s bed, talking and drinking Richard’ swine.

“What have you been doing al month?’ Audrey asked. “1 waswondering why | didn’t hear from you.”

“I kept cdling, but you were never home. And then | was getting drunk. Didn’t your roommeates give you
the messages?’

“I waswaiting for you to actualy show up. That'swhat counts, you know. Being here.”
“I’ve been broke.”
“Can’'t youfly herefrom Swarthmore?’

“I don't think | can fly anymore, Audrey.” Hetold how the truck had dmaost run him over—being careful
not to mention that he' d jumped in front of it on purpose. “1 needed to fly away from that truck, but |
couldn’t. But listen! Instead of flying, I shrank .”

“You shrank.” They were gtill naked, and Audrey was nestled on his shoulder. “Can | have some more
WIine?’

“Sure.” He poured out more wine for both of them. “1 shrank to the size of athumb, and the truck went
right over me. When you were akid, did you ever read the book about the five Chinese brothers?’

“| don't think s0.”

“Wall, there sthese five Chinese brothers who look exactly like each other. One of them can swallow the
Seg, one can stretch hislegsto be astall as he wants, one has an iron neck, oneisfireproof, and one can



hold his breath forever. To do alittle boy afavor, the first brother sucks up the ocean so the little boy can
walk around on the bottom and look for treasure. But then the little boy won't come back in time, and
the brother spits the ocean back up, and the little boy drowns. So the village decides to put the Chinese
brother to death.”

“They try different ways of killing, and each time a different brother shows up?’

“Right. They throw the one with stretchable legsinto deep water, and he just sandsthere. The one with
the iron neck comes and they can’t chop off his head. The fireproof one comes and they can’t burn him.
Finaly they decide to smother the Chinese brother in an oven filled with whipped cream, but thet day it's
the one who can hold his breath. The judge gives up and they live happily ever after.”

“Let me seeyou shrink, Conrad.” She was kissing and caressing him.

“I haveto beintheright frame of mind. Hold on.” He closed his eyes and | et the peyote death-fear come
welling back up. He was leaving Earth, his breathing was stopping, the saucer was going to pick him
back up . . . and right now hewas dying, yes, fading out of fleshfor . . .

Her skin did againgt hisas he grew smdler. Hewasthe size of achild, ababy . . . hewasthesize of a
thumb. Audrey’ s body was amagic pleasure-park, and Conrad was her gardener. They began having
fun. Beforelong she came, and Conrad got big again.

“Oh, Conrad. That waswonderful.”

There was noise out in the living room. One of Audrey’ s roommeates, a hyperactive vulgarian named
Katha Kahane.

“Audrey?Y ahere?’ The bedroom door rattled.

“Don’'t comein, Katha.”

“Who yagot in there tonight?’

“Fuck you, Kahane!” ydled Conrad.

Audrey winced, then began to laugh. “I’m sorry, Conrad.”
“Do you love me best?’

“Chinese brother.”

After awhile they got dressed and went out. Conrad was still wearing the round glasses Chuckie had
givenhim.

The night city was black and ydlow; the streets and buildings etched strange perspectives. A gibbous
moon hung over the skyline. Thisisreally going on , thought Conrad.I’mreally alive.

“What were those two rules | used to have, Audrey?’
“What do you mean?’

“Sophomore year. | thought | had it dl figured out. Rule 1: Don’t be a phony. And Rule2:Don’t be a
mean bastard. Remember?’

“Y ou don’'t believe that anymore? Now that you' ve expanded your consciousness? Isthat what it feds



liketo take peyote, Conrad; isit afedling of expansion 7’

“Contraction. Y ou haveto focus on just staying dive. It skind of anightmare.”
“I can't believe you shrank like that.” A blush stole across Audrey’ s cheek.
“Did Kahanethink | was Richard?’

“She knew it was you. She just wanted to make you suffer. She doesn't like you, Conrad. None of my
friends ever have. Liked you. That's something | like about you the most.”

“Youredly dolove me?’

“Yes. But that doesn’'t mean | have to marry you. Reading about the French Surrealists and Dadaists, |
awaysthink how wonderful it would have been to hang out with them in cafés. And you' re sort of like
them. Only now, in America, being avant-garde is o seedy and violent. Sometimes you frighten me,
Conrad. What if you' re just a drug-addict-bum your wholelife? | wouldn't want to live with a person like
that. It stoo sad.” She glanced at him and looked away. “But you were saying about thetwo rules. If it's
not them, whatisit? What' sthe answer?’

“Having adventures. Getting out to the edge and jumping off.” They turned the corner onto Broadway.
“Making it back isimportant, too. Y ou go way out, further than anyon€e' s been, and then you come back
to tell about it.” The street was full of people, happy-looking people. Conrad squeezed Audrey’ s hand.
“After that peyote, I’'m glad not to be dead or crazy. Even though I’m such a Chinese brother that
nothing can bust me.”

“I wonder how you got thisway.”

“It must have been something that happened when | waslittle. Radiation. Or maybe I’ m not human. |
keep having thisfeding that | come from aflying saucer.”

“Oh, sure. What about your brother and your parents?’

“They could have been implanted with fse memories. Redlly, it' s starting to seem like our whole
generation isaiens. Thegeezersarejust 0. . . square nowhere. Roast Beef. Vietnam. Dry Martini.
Gross Nationa Product. Do the Twist. Kids These Days. Hot Black Coffee. IsThat aGirl or aBoy?
They Cdl That Music?’

“Look at my new shades.” Audrey got apair of aviator mirror-shades out of her purse. With the
sunglasses and her long, tangled hair, shelooked real gone. “1’ ve been saving them for you. Richard
does't like them.”

“Youlookbeat , Audrey.”
“So do you. With those yellow glasses, you look stoned.”

“We're cool. We ve madeit. It stimeto groove.”

Chapter 16:
Friday, December 10, 1965

They decided to have supper in adark-paneled tavern called the Gold Rail. The waiter helped them



order food and a pitcher of beer. Hedidn't card them.

“It'scivilized here,” said Conrad, filling their glasses.

“Jud likein Paris”

“Jugt like”

They toasted each other and sipped the bitter, lip-tickling brew. Audrey took off her shades.
“How are your courses going?’ asked Conrad.

“Philology isalot of fun. Phoneticsisawful. And we ve been reading this greet nove by Diderot. It sall
about men having sex with nuns. One man disguises himself asanun to get into the convent—he' sa
young shepherd named Vdentin.”

“Dothey catch him?’

“Wdll, one of the nuns gets pregnant, so they know there' saman. The Mother Superior tellsthe nuns
they have to line up naked and come into her room and be ingpected one by one. So Vaentintieshis. . .
tieshis cock back between hislegs. . .”

“What doeshetieit to?’

“Idon’t know.” Audrey giggled and sipped at her beer. “ Anyway, when the Mother Superior leans down
to look at Vaentin, he gets so excited that he breaks the ribbon and knocks off her glasses!”

“Sounds great.”

Their food arrived. Sole and crabmest for her, steak and friesfor him. It was delicious. They wereina
booth near the bar. There was a good jukebox. The place was dark and loud and warm and full of good
thingsto eat and drink.

After dinner they ordered another pitcher and started smoking Audrey’ s Newports. Conrad felt ooser
and looser, more and more plugged into the Now.

“I fed like | haven't been thinking enough, Audrey. At college I ve just been drinking and trying to act
cool. When | should have been learning more about the secret of life. | used to dwaystak about it in
high school.” There were some loud drunks at the bar. Fraternity guys from Columbia

“So what isthe secret of life, Conrad? Drugs?’

“Drugs. . . | don't know anything about drugsyet. All I’ ve done is take peyote once and go crazy.
Actudly, | wasdready crazy, from missing you so much. But the secret . . .” Conrad raised hisglass,
feding for thejugt-right phrasing.

Just then Hank Larsen appeared, walking into the Gold Rail asif he had been conjured up for the
occasion. Fit and tired-looking, he wore a university jacket with abigC on it. He and Conrad recognized
each other theingtant their eyes met.

“Conrad Bunger! My God, it'sConrad .” Hank strode over and began thumping on hisold friend.
“Conrad, buddy. Y ou look like John Lennon!”

“I don't believethis, Hank. | was just thinking about you. The pasture? The secret of life? Thisis Audrey
Hayes. She goesto grad school here, and | came up to see her.”



“Pleased to meet you.” Hank squeezed into their booth and called for beer. “I’ ve just been down &t the
pool doing laps.Five miles. Coachisall steamed up about some big-ass meet we got next week.”

“You're on the swimming team?’ asked Audrey.

“Yeah...” Hank laughed and shook his head. “ They’ ve made ajock out of me. A communications
major. And | was planning to be adrunk artist. Remember that painting we made, Paunch?”’

“What painting?’ asked Audrey.

“It was when Conrad and | weretwelve,” said Hank. “We got this huge piece of Masonite out of his
dad' s garage and painted it with gesso. Then we took turns throwing black and red paint on it like
Jackson Pollock. Conrad had thisideato make it like the Creation, so he read the Book of Genesis out
loud while | wasflinging paint. It looked damn good.”

“Y ou were better at painting than | was,” said Conrad. “We each did some small ones, too, remember,
and you weretrying to paint like Tanguy and Ddli.”

“I love those guys. That's one of the grest things about living herein the Big Noise. | can dways cut over
the MOMA and ook at the paintings.”

“l do that, too,” said Audrey. “I love New Y ork.”

“I first came up here when | wastwelve,” said Hank. “My dad took me aong on abusinesstrip. We
went to Radio City. God. They had al the dancers, and this great stage show—there was akind of big
wagon that kept zooming back and forth, with people jumping in and out of it.”

“When you got home you tried to build amodel of it with your Erector set,” put in Conrad.

“Yeah. Another Larsen debacle.” He shook hishead in afamiliar salf-deprecating way, and then looked
at Audrey. “ So you' re Conrad' s girlfriend? 'Y ou’ re making a noble sacrifice for mankind.”

“Oh, hesnot so bad,” laughed Audrey. “If he' snot stoned or drunk.”

“Stoned,” said Hank. “Tsk-tsk. | remember when Conrad read about Benzedrine inhaersin some
beatnik anthology—I think it was an excerpt fromJunkie —and he ran out and bought al theseinhders
and aethe shit in them. Despite the fact that they stopped putting Benzedrine in them about ten years

@0.”

“Wel, it wasworth atry,” said Conrad, alittle embarrassed. “Y ou shouldn’t let the Sixties pass you by,
Hank. Especialy a Columbia. | keep reading about al the student activists and—"

“Bunch of pears,” spat Hank. He sketched a pear shapeintheair. | refer to the body envelope. Don't
tell me you' re astudent radical, Conrad?’

“Wel ... no, not actudly. Not in any organized fashion.”

“They won't let you join the Party, en?” Hank started laughing again and began imitating a pear.“ We
don’t want Bunger at our demonstration, he' s liable to show up drunk!”

“Conrad wantsto find the secret of life,” put in Audrey.

“Wewere just talking about it when you showed up, Hank. Remember that time we werein Skelton's
pasture talking about the life-force?’



“Sure. | remember thinking that stuff up. | even wrote apaper on it for my twelfth-grade humanities
course.”

“Youdidn’'t think it up,” cried Conrad. “ Idid. You' re the one who said pantheism is *abunch of dumb shits
knedling in front of arock.” ”

“That' struetoo.” Hank grinned. “ As soon as any philosophy getsturned into an organized rdligion, it's
for dumb shits”

“But everyone joins something,” protested Audrey.

“Don't | know it,” Sghed Hank. “I’'m evenin afraternity.” Herefilled his beer glass from the pitcher. “ So
what are you mgoring in, Conrad? Y ou haven’t written me since freshman year.”

“Y ou were the one who stopped writing. | guess|’min math.”
“Math?” exclamed Audrey. “1 thought you were mgoring in physics.”

“Wadll, | didn’t get achanceto tell you yet. My physicsteacher really hates me. And on the way up here,
| realized that I’ll have enough math creditsif | just take two math courses each semester next year.”

“But what about antigravity?’ clamored Audrey.
Hank started to laugh, but Conrad cut him off. 1 redlly was ableto fly, man. Audrey saw me.”

“That sright. Conrad flew us both down from the Eiffel Tower. Didn't you seethe picture? It wasin all
the papers.”

“Oh, yeah...” said Hank, dowly smiling. “I remember seeing that picture on the news. It was supposed
tobeahoax, but . . .”

“That was me and Audrey,” said Conrad. “It was avery specid day.”

“So you jumped off the Eiffd Tower!” exulted Hank. “Remember in high school, when | said you should
jump off the Heyburn Building?’

“Yeah, | was scared. | wasn't quite sure it would work.”

“But you say you can't fly anymore? Y ou’ ve lost the knack?’

“Yeah. | don’'t know why. Recently, I've beenshrinking instead. Right, Audrey?’
Audrey blushed and giggled.

Hank took along pull from hisbeer. “1 dmost believe you, Conrad. Remember how your family used to
havethe TV down in that musty basement room?’

“Cddwdl’ s gpartment.”

“Right. And in the summer, you and me' d watchTwilight Zone down there. . . sometimesit would get
kind of scary . . . and after the show we' d go outside and lie in the grass, looking at the stars and making
up our own stories.”

“Yeah”

“And you had this story about how aflying saucer had beamed you down and changed your family’s



memoriesto think you' d been born in the norma way. Y ou claimed you couldn’t remember anything
before your tenth birthday. When your family moved to Louisville”

“Hewasjust telling me that on the way over herel” exclamed Audrey.
“Yeah.” Conrad shrugged. “ For some reason that story’ s dway's appealed to me.”

“The year your family moved in wasthe year of dl the big saucer scares,” Hank mused. “Nineteen
fifty-six. | remember when old man Skelton saw asaucer and found that crystal in his hog pen. Just
before you showed up, Conrad. Y ou were supposed to be ten. Maybe the saucer set you down at
Skelton’ s the day theBungers moved to Louisville. Their memories got doctored, and old Conrad

walked up from the pasture and joined the gang.”

“And ever since,” said Conrad, “1’ ve been trying to be aregular guy.”
“Ishearegular guy, Audrey?’
“Forget it! Isthat true, Conrad, that you can’'t remember anything from your early childhood?

“Oh, | have afew memories. Therewasthisdream | used to always have. A kind of nightmare. . . but a
fun nightmare. I’d be a acircus, except al the people and dl the acrobats were made of light. They
werelike flames, swinging around way up intheair. Neon lights. Eventudly they’ d come after me and
push me down through atrapdoor.”

“Theaiend” cried Hank. “Your origind race. The door in the bottom of the saucer! Do you know why
they sent you here?’

“lan't thisgetting alittletoo . . .” began Audrey.

“No, no,” said Conrad, refilling hisglass. “Hank and | always used to do this.Why the flame-people
sent me here. Tofind out what humans are like. Our saucers have been monitoring Earth ever sincethe
forties. We have amassed untold amounts of data. Y et afind understanding of the human condition has
eluded us. What makes you people tick? Why do you behave as you do? What are your highest goals,
and what can welearn from you?’ Conrad was spiding al thisout in aflat, robot voice. It wasa
science-fiction rap, acomedy routine. “It became evident that one of uswould have to undergo
incarnation as afleshapoid. | wasthe one.”

“ ‘I wastheone,” ” sang Audrey,” ‘who taught her to kiss. .. ”

Hank joined in for therest of the verse. It wasthe old Elvis song, “1 Wasthe One.” Conrad joined in
with off-key enthusasm on the song'srefrain,” *‘Well, | taught her how.” ”

“My misson,” said Conrad, resuming hisrap, “isto sample what is noblest in the human intellect. | was,
in short, sent hereto learn what humans believeto be. . .” He nodded encouragingly to Hank and
Audrey.

The three of them shouted out the catch phrasein unison: “THE SECRET OF LIFE!”

It was agas, making up such acrazy lie; it was away to get past the dull, false consensusredity of the
draights; it was away of getting down into thefluid, archetypa flow of subconsciousredlity.

That summer, Conrad would find out that most of his story wastrue.



Part |11

The strangest thing isthat | am not at dl inclined to call mysdlf insane, | clearly seethat | am not: All these
changes concern objects. At leadt, that iswhat I’ d like to be sure of .

—Jean-Paul Sartre,Nausea

Chapter 17:
Sunday, July 31, 1966

Conrad'shi g brother Caldwell came back from the army that summer. The parents had a basement

gpartment al set for Cadwel inthe new Virginiahouse. Hewas atal, lanky guy, with smdl eyesand a
wide mouth. Everyone was excited the day Cadwell came back, but after afew minutes, he just went
down to the basement and lay on his bed. Kid brother Conrad tagged along to ask questions.

“What' sthe matter, Cadwell? Aren't you glad to be home?’
Caddwel groaned softly. Hewasfacing thewall. “1 just want togo .”
“Go where?’

“Anywhere. | want to get afast car and go.”

“What kind of car are you going to get?’

“I had a Porsche over there. | should have brought it back.”

“Do you have alot of money saved up?’

“Get serious.” Caldwell rolled over and looked at Conrad. “How come your hair's so long?’
“That' sthe new thing. It makes old people mad.”

“Jesus. You're going to be asenior thisyear?’

“Yeah, I've got agirlfriend and everything. | even took peyote.”
“It'sdl changed out from under me.”

“But you must have had fun inthe army. Y ou were lucky to bein Germany. If | get drafted, they’ll send
meto Vietnam.”

“Y ou should get married.”

“I probably will. But they’ re getting rid of the marriage deferment. Graduate school sill works, though.”
“My baby brother in graduate school ? Studying what?’

“Math, | guess”

“You like math?’



“It' seasier than physicsor chemigtry. There s nothing to memorize. It dl followslogicaly.”

“| thought you wanted to mgjor in philosophy. That’ swhat you and Larsen used to say. How isold
Hank, anyway?”

“Oh, he' sthe same asever. | saw him up a Columbiathiswinter one timewhen | wasvisiting Audrey.”
“ Audrey.” Cddwell smiled wickedly. “Does she put out?’

“How many girlsdid you fuck in Germany?’

“Why aren’'t you mgoring in philosophy?’

“Philosophy teachers don't talk about anything interesting. It’ sjust words. Nothing’ strue, nothing’ sfalse,
it sdl amatter of opinion. But math . . . math isclean. Like agame of pool. Perfect spheres clicking and
bouncing just so. Do you want to go to a bar and shoot some pool, Caldwell?”

“Y ou're not old enough.”
“Thedrinking ageiseighteenin D.C.”

“Ahhh, | don't fed likeit. | want to look through my old stuff. Did the moversjust throw everythingina
box?’

“I think Mom went through your Stuff firgt.”
“God.” Cadwdl groaned again and struggled to hisfest.

His room was equipped with a built-in bookcase, adresser, abed, a Danish armchair, and a battered old
desk. Some of Caldwell’ s stuff wasin his desk and bookcase, the rest wasin abig cardboard movers
box.

“I don’t suppose they saved myHot Rod magazines,” grumbled Cadwell, poking through the box.
“Jesus. Here' smy old cuckoo clock. And the piston from my Modd A. My NRA certificates, the
bullwhip, Pop’ sfootball jersey, the Alcatraz pennant, the wha e stooth, my cowboy hat . . . and the
duding pistols. Did you ever seethese, Conrad?’

“Yeah, | used to play with them senior year high school. | dmost shot aguy when | was drunk once.”

Cadwell frowned and shook his head. “ Some people shouldn’t own guns, Conrad, and you' re one of
them. Here' s some old pictures. | took these mysdlf.” Cadwell began flipping through the stack of
black-and-white photographs. 1 took these the day we moved to Louisville. | wasfifteen and you were
ten. Pop took us out and bought a camera for your birthday. Remember?’

“You know how | am, Cadwell. I’ ve got agreat memory now, but | can’t remember much before
Louisville. I think it was those hay-fever pills Mom made me take every morning.”

“That' strue, you used to bereally out of it. Wewere dready in Louisville on your birthday. It wasthe
day we moved in. Y our tenth birthday.” Cadwell continued thumbing absently through the old photos.
“Look atthis picture. It' stheflying wing!”

Gray and black stipple of lawn, a stark tree ramifying up, faint cloud patterns, and there, floating
in the sky, a dliver-black aircraft. It has no fuselage or tail-gear . . . it is simply a wing, a stubby
boomerang, a fat, warped pancake. Windows dot its leading edge . . . scores of windows.



“Do you remember, Conrad? Y ou werewith me. | tried to tell Pop about it, but he. . . Damn! I'd
forgotten | took apicture of it! Let me seethat again!”

The two brothers pored over the picture of the flying wing. Assuming all those portholes were normal
sze, the thing had to be hundreds of feet across.

“I've dtill never heard of aplanelikethat,” said Caldwell wonderingly. “I know they built somesmall
flying wings, but never anything like. . . You know, | bet | could sdll this picture toAviation Magazine !”

“Don’'t do that,” said Conrad. Hisvoice came out flat and strange.
“Why shouldn’t I?”

“It smy picture”

“Hel itis”

“Giveit to me!” Conrad snatched the picture away from Caldwell and ran upstairs. Cadwell didn't
bother chasing him.

Alonein hisroom, Conrad studied the flying-wing photo for along time. It could easly be aflying saucer.
The flying saucer that beamed me down. The day the Bungers moved to Louisville. The
flame-peopl e beamed me down in Skelton’s hog pen and hypnotized the Bungers, new in town,
and with no living relatives. When | came “ home,” the Bungers threw a tenth birthday party for
me. The saucer hung around for a while, and Caldwell took its picture.

Conrad' s mother was tapping on his door. He put the picturein hiswallet.
“What isit, Mom?’
“Dinner’ sready! WE re having roast beef!”

Thethree others were ditting at the dining table, exactly asthey had been sitting the first time Conrad saw
them, March 22, 1956.

The saucer makes a terrible noise, a deep slow flutter. The whole house is shaking, but no one
cries out. The mind-rays have frozen themin place. It is a Norman Rockwell tableau. Pop is at one
end of the oval table. Heis carving a roast beef. Light glares off his glasses. Mom s at the other
end of the table. Sheis pouring coffee and smiling at Caldwell. She wears pearls. Caldwell holds
his plate out for the red meat. He is gangly, with a wide, grinning mouth. The rumbling of the
saucer-drive builds in frequency, and the little family beginsto glow. Their minds are being
reprogrammed. The door opens, and Conrad approaches the table, carrying a cake with ten lit
candles. ...

“Conrad! Areyou with us, my boy?’ Pop was staring at him, ahaf-smile on hisface.

“He' s probably stoned,” chortled Caldwell. “Don’t you think Conrad should get a haircut, Pop?’ He
helped himsdlf to some gravy.

Mr. Bunger proudly took in the sight of hisbig sons. “Look at these two birds, Lucy! Our boys! How
wasit in Germany, Caldwell? How was it on the ramparts of the Free World?’

“It was ablast. We only had to work afew hours a day—Ilistening to East German radio broadcasts, and
therest of thetime. . .”



“Y ou drank booze and chased women. | shudder to think. Thisiswhat my taxes go for, Lucy. A strong
nationa defense. | have some of thesecareer men in my congregation—colonels and generds—and
they’ re dways moaning about al the lazy people on wefare. * Y ou're on welfare, too,” | tdl them. * The
army isahuge middle-classwdfare system.””

“Pop’sturned into ared radica,” Conrad told Cadwell. Mr. Bunger’s good humor was contagious. “He
wantsto go picket the White House.”

“Hey, hey, LBJ,” chanted their father in his cracked old voice. “How many kids did you kill today?’
“Redlly, Caldwell,” protested Mrs. Bunger. “ That’ s enough. Stop this nonsense and let the children eat.”

“Great food, Mom,” said young Cadwell, taking another baked potato. “1sn’'t Mom a good cook,
Conrad?’

“Shoreis,” agreed Conrad. Thiswasredlity, too. One way or another, these were his people. “I’ ve been
toNew Y ork, and to Paris, France, and | ain't never et vittlesthe like of these.”

“Did you know Conrad’ s getting married, Mom?’

Mrs. Bunger stopped eating and put on her glasses. Shelooked quizzica and excited. “Isthat true,
Conrad?Y ou're going to marry Audrey?’

“Cddwel, I'mgoing to kill you.” Cadwell’ s eyes were squeezed into happy dits. He loved putting his
little brother on the spot.

“Have you thought about getting anengagement ring 7’ continued Mrs. Bunger. “Y ou should cashin
your savings bonds.”

“Sow down,” cried Conrad. “Isthere such arush to get rid of me?’

“Of coursenot,” said Mr. Bunger. “But if you do want to marry Audrey after college, we certainly won't
gtand in your way.”

“What doesthis Audrey look like anyway?’ asked Caldwell, stunned by the success of his gambit.
“She'svery nice,” said Mrs. Bunger. “ She came here for Easter.”

“Can’'t wetdk about something else?’ said Conrad. Thiswas agony. Even if he did come from aflying
saucer, the Bungers sure knew how to act like relatives.

“Why don’t we talk about how Caldwell got kicked out of college?’
“Now, Conrad.”
“Which of you boys wants more roast beef 7’

Lying in bed that night, Conrad mulled over the day’ s revelations. The picture of the flying saucer. The
memory flash of how he' d comeinto the Bungers' lives. Subconscioudy, he must have known it dl dong.
Why el se would he have aways talked so much about UFOs? Why e se would he have gone around
saying he came from aflying saucer? But up till today, he' d never suspected it might actualy betrue.

| am an alien.Conrad felt his chest and legs, hisface and genitals. Sick horror filled him as heimagined
his body splitting open to disgorge a bug-eyed squid-creature from Dimension Z.



But that wasn't what the aliens—what Conrad—redlly looked like. Those dreams of the flame-people,
those were true dreams. They were creatures of energy, beings of light. That much seemed certain.

Thinking back on the dreams, Conrad tried to remember more. Therewas usudly afeding of being
forced to leave. Pushed down into abody on Earth. But why?

Why did they send me here?Could it be akind of punishment? But life was—on the whole—sweet. It
was fun to be human: to think, and fuck, and drink, and do things—it was fun to be dive. Thiswasno
punishment. But why ese would they have sent him here?

The secret of life. The secret of human life. Conrad considered his years-long obsession with this notion.
For some reason the flame-people were unwilling—or unable—to appear directly on Earth. What they
knew of humanity would be gleaned from radio and TV. It was probably the spreading shell of Earth’s
old broadcasts that had attracted the flame-people in thefirst place.

They' d sent Conrad to find out what it’ slike. They’ d equipped him with his strange powers—flight,
shrinking, and maybe others—to make sure that he would be here agood long time. Sooner or later they
would come get him. He would remember the old language of the energy-dance and tell them just how it
felt to be human. He would tell them the degper truths that never get mentioned on TV. Fine. But this|eft
one question.

How much longer do | have?

Conrad drifted into uneasy deep. He dreamed his old flame-person dream, and then he dreamed of the
mysterious crysta that Corndlius Skelton kept on his mantel.

Chapter 18:
Thursday, August 4, 1966

“L et’syou and me drive to L ouisville tomorrow, Conrad.”
“What for?’

“Kicks, man. Kicks.”

Cadwel had to shout to make himself heard over the hot, beating wind. They were speeding dongin his
new green MG convertible, on their way back from an evening' sdrinking in D.C. Cadwel had managed
to get the car for $700 down, and con man that he was, he hadn’t even actually paid the $700 yet.

“That’ swhat | dwayswant to ask Pop,” Cadwell was shouting now. “ Sure Jesusis great, but what did
he do for kicks?”

“I wouldn’t mind going to Louisville,” said Conrad, still thinking about Cadwel’s proposd. “ Maybe we
could get some nooky there. And it’ d be great to see Hank. | could probably deep at hishouse. But
where wouldyou stay?’

“Don’t worry about me, I’'m the one with dl therich friends. I’ll find aplace for both of us, if you like.
It'1l befun, huh, bro?’

For the last few days, Conrad had been waiting for Cadwell to ask why he' d grabbed the flying-wing
picture. But Caldwell seemed to have forgotten dl about it. He just seemed glad that Conrad wasfindly



old enough to redly talk to.

Mr. and Mrs. Bunger—Ca dwdll referred to them as *“the ancients’—gave the trip their grudging
blessing. Mrs. Bunger told the boysto be sureto look up thisor that old family friend; and Mr. Bunger
gave them each $100.

“You don't haveto spenditall , you know.”
“Don’'t worry, Pop. W€ ll be good.”
“Just be sure to come back in one piece.”

They took Route 50 through West Virginia, and picked up Route 42 in Cincinnati. Taking turns at the
whed, they made it Straight through in fourteen hours. . . which meant they hit Louisville alittle after
midnight Friday night. Somehow they hadn’t gotten around to caling ahead.

“Where are we going to deep, Cadwell? Which one of your rich friends parents do you want to wake
up?’

“I thought you said we could stay at Larsen’s.”

As chance would have it, Hank was till up, playing with his shortwave radio. Over theyears, he'd
packed awholewallful of equipment into his bedroom. His greatest score to date wasthetime he'd
picked up atransmission from aship in McMurdo Sound, Antarctica. Conrad tapped on his window,
and Hank hurried to the door.

“Why, comeonin! It stherompin’, ssompin’ Bunger boys! How you been, Caldwell, you get out of the
amy al rignt?

“Well, they told meif | reenlisted I’ d get a promotion, and seven dollars twenty centsaweek extra. . .”

“But you passed it up. Wise move. Conrad, good to see you, buddy. Louisville' s been dead without you.
Hey ... you know who eseisback in town?’

“Who?’

“Dee Decca” Hank grinned and rolled his eyesfor emphasis. “ She' s been askin’ about you, Conrad;
she’'shot totrot.”

“Iremember her,” put in Caldwell. “ A dark-haired girl who wore sweatshirts? Smoked alot? Not too
good-looking?’

“That’ sthe one,” said Hank. “Only now she'ssmokin’ pot.”
“This sounds better dl thetime,” said Conrad. “ Any chance of abeer?’

“My birthday’ s not till next week, but Caldwell here' s over twenty-one, and the liquor store up a the
shopping center’ sopen till three. | see no obstacle to an efficaciousimplementation.”

“Let’srock and roll.”

They picked up three sixes of Fals City and went cruising with the MG’ stop down. Cadwell drove,
Hank took the passenger seat, and Conrad squeezed into the jump seat with the beer. At onein the
morning, it was sill seventy-five degrees.



“Where' s Dee staying?’ Conrad wanted to know.
“AtSue Pohlboggen’s .”

“I’'m not going there,” said Cadwdll flatly. “1 want to see somereal women , not these hippie-dippie
chicks Conrad hangs out with. Y ou know of any parties tonight, Hank?’

“I heard Tacy Leggett’ s havin' ablow-out. Wasn't her kid brother Donny a Chevalier boy?’

“Tacy!” screamed Caldwell. “Tacy Leggett!” He executed a U-turn and headed for River Road.

“Be careful on the Leggetts driveway,” cautioned Conrad.

“That'sright,” chimed in Hank. “Conrad stacked up your mom’s VW there Derby Day senior year.”
“My baby brother did that?’

“You missedall the excitement,” said Hank. “ Spending four yearsin the army. Four yearst Dumb pud.”
“Laughit up, guys. You' rethe onesgoing to Vietnam.”

Tacy Leggett' s party was ill jumping. Otis Redding and Wilson Pickett blasting, carsdl over the yard,
people dancing by the pool. The pool had spotlightsinit. Tacy recognized Caldwell at once. She held her
mouth open and squed ed, and then she threw her dim arms around him.

“Cd’wel! Mah little soldier-boy! How youbeeyun ?’

Donny Leggett wasn't there. Most of the guests were Cadwell’ s age: straights with real jobs. Neckties,
even. Therewas an outdoor bar set up, with awhite-coated black man mixing drinks. Hank and Conrad
drifted that way.

“Peppermint schnapps, Paunch?’
“Ginandtonic.”

They got their drinks and sat down by the pool. Clinking glasses, they grinned, remembering thetime
they’ d snuck up here and raided Mr. Leggett’ sliquor cabinet.

“Where' s Audrey this summer?” asked Hank after they’ d toasted several other high-school escapades.
“Back in Geneva. | was gonnago, but | couldn’t face digging basements again.”

“She' sared nicegirl. That wasfun seeing you dl in the Rail that night.”

“Yeah. | want to talk to you some more about the flying saucer thing.”

“Oh, no.”

“It'sredlly true, Hank. Look at this.” Conrad took the flying-wing picture out of hiswallet.

“Could be asaucer,” agreed Hank after abrief inspection. “Or it could be a plane heading toward the
camera. Where d you get it?’

“Cadwell took it, out in our front yardon my tenth birthday .

Hank shook hishead impatiently. “I don’t seewhy it' s so dl-fired important for you to think you' re from



aflying saucer, Conrad. Y our folksaren't that bad. Y ou act like akid who thinks he' s an adopted
prince.”

“But...”

“Andwhat if 1did swallow the whole story? Then what? A flying saucer puts you hereto find out what
it slike to be human. So what? For all practical purposes, you're till just crazy Conrad. Y ou say you
have superpowers. . . but if al they can ever do issaveyour life, they’ re not going to mean anything to
me . It doesn’t connect to anything, Conrad. Old man Skelton still writes UFO lettersto theLouisville
Times , but nobody takesit serioudy. Hisfriends al tease him about it.”

“Old man Skelton!” exclaimed Conrad. “ That'sit! We Il sneak in there tonight and stedl that crystal he
has. I’ ve been dreaming about it ever since | found this picture. Maybe | can usethe crystd for a
definitive proof!”

Hank sipped his drink and gave adow laugh of appreciation. “OK. Another Bunger-Larsen caper. Just
like old times. Butl’m not going to get caught holding the bag on this one. You do the sneaking. Old
Skelton shot him arobber just last year, | do recall.”

“Don’'t worry, Hank, I'll goin. Mr. Skelton can’t hurt me. I'll just shrink if | haveto. | wonder if
Cadwell’ sready to hit the road.”

“Don't bet onit.”

The party was breaking up now, but Caldwell and Tacy were still dow-dancing by the pool. As Conrad
approached them, he could sense the working of Caldwell’ s keen mind.

With a sudden lurch, Cadwell managed to pull himsdlf and Tacy into the pool. Great splashing and
laughter.

“Ooh, Cd’wdll, you dl right, hunneh?’

“Sure” Cddwell grinned, hiseyesdits. “A little chilly, though. And these are the only clothes| brought.”
“Ah can toss yoah clothesinto our dryer. Can you wait that looong?’

Cddwell gave Conrad ameaningful glance.

“I redlly haveto get back to Hank’s,” offered Conrad. “He promised his mom he’ d be back by—"

“I can'trideinthe car dl wet likethis” snapped Cadwell. Another Sgnding glance.

“Wadll . .. uh, I wonder if you could maybe stay here for awhile and I’ll come back for you? Could you
give meyour keys?’

“All right. But drive carefully.” All the other guests were gone now. Still in the water, Tacy and Caldwell
kept touching each other.

“Cd’wedl can deepinthe gues room, Conrad. Y ou just go home and cal ustomorrah mornin'’.

The two brothers exchanged smiles. Everything was working out perfectly. Hank and Conrad got in the
MG.

“Hey, Hank, you want meto show you how | dalomed this hill that time?”



“Go, BoDiddley.”

It was three in the morning by the time they went creeping up to old Corndius Skelton’ s farmhouse.
Conrad had tied his handkerchief over hisface, bandit-style; and Hank was carrying thetire iron from the
MG. Conrad took thetireiron and began prying a one of Skelton’swindows. Hank lent hisforce, and
the window latch gave with asudden snap and clatter.

The two boys crouched and froze, waiting for areaction. But al was quiet: Skelton’ s big brick house, the
rolling pastureland, the distant suburban split-levels, the thin crescent moon overhead.

They’ d popped open one of the dining room windows. Right in there, not more than fifteen feet off,
Conrad could make out a dark patch—the big fireplace, with the mantel where the famous crystd aways
.

“I’'mgoin’ back to the car,” whispered Hank. They’ d left it around abend in the driveway. “ After you've
beeninthereaminute, Il back her up for afast getaway.”

“Good. Cover thelicense plate with one of the bags the beer camein. And don’t leave any emptieson
the ground. Fingerprints.”

“Right. And don’t you go in there with that tireiron. Armed robbery.”

Conrad handed the tire iron over, and Hank melted into the night. Conrad inched the window the rest of
the way up, being careful not to touch the panes. He kept pausing and listening, poised to take flight.
Nothing.

Ancther minute and he! d eased himsdlf up over thewindowsill and into Skelton’ s dining room. God, it
was dark. If only he didn’t knock over achair! He should have waited to do this sober—though of
courseif he' d been sober, hewouldn't havetried it at all.

Faintly, faintly, he could seethe dining table. Skirt that, but don’t bang into the walls. Hisfeet were
slent on the thick carpet underfoot. Old Skelton had gotten rich from al the land he’ d sold off for the
subdivisons. Funny hedidn’t have an darm system.Maybe it’ s a silent system. Conrad moved faster.
He heard the low whirr of the MG, backing up the driveway.Hurry!

Another few steps and he bumped into the mantel. He reached out, and with hisfirst grab, he bagged the
crystal. From childhood, he knew it by touch: a parallel epiped with hard edges and smooth faces.

Jugt then, al hdl broke loose.

Chapter 19:
Saturday, August 6, 1966

K LA-BRAAAANNNNGGAAANNGAAANNG. . . .andarm bell was screaming. SNIKKK . . . sudden

spotlights blanked out Conrad' s vision. In aspasm of terror, he dropped the crystal and shrank to
thumb-size. His dothes and his mask shrank dong with him.

There Conrad was, right in front of Skelton’ sfireplace, standing next to the flen crysta. The crysta
looked as big as an icebox. There were fast footsteps upstairs.

Could he carry the crystal ?Yes . Though tiny, he till had most of his old strength. Conrad hoisted the



crystal onto his back and scampered for the window. Hank was right out there in the MG; you could
hear him gunning the engine.

As soon as he got out from under the dining table, Conrad tensed his legs and legped for freedom. He
landed right on the windowsill. Glancing back, he noticed something odd. High in one corner of the room,
an automatic camera—the kind Conrad had seen in banks—was grinding away. But therewas no timeto
do anything about it; Skelton was dready pounding down his staircase. Another leap and Conrad was
safe in the creases of the MG’ s folded-down top.

“Go, man,” shrilled Conrad. “Haul asdl”

Hank pedled out. A load of buckshot whizzed pagt, but then they were safely around the bend in the
driveway. Conrad hopped into the passenger seat and got big again.

They headed straight for Hank’ sjust afew miles off—and hid the car in the garage. A minute later they
were in Hank’ s bedroom, jabbering as adrenaline coursed through them.

Conrad fumbled a cigarette lit, talking the whole time. “ There was acamerain there, that’ swhat | can’t
believe, spotlights and acameramounted up . . .”

“Hegot your picture? Little like that? Christ dmighty, you looked like Mighty Mouseflyin' out of there;
you redly weren't shittingme, but . . .”

“It'sgoingtobeon TV, | know it; maybe no on€ |l recognize me, but why in God' s name did Skelton
have that set up so—"

“For thealiens , son. Skelton aways knew the crystal comes from a saucer, and he' sbeen waitin' al
these—"

“Shit, that’ sright, my cover’ sblown, my assis—’
“Just glad | didn’t get shot for this dumb turd—"

“Cam down, won't you, | haveto get out of town before the cops and saucers come roaring down
to—"

“Youcalm down, asshole, cops can't find us. Skelton couldn’t have seen the car, it was too dark, and the
plates were covered, you had that silly-ass snot-rag on your face, and—"

“Theflame-people aren’t going to like it, Hank, they don’t want anyone to know that—"

“Skelton’ s so fucking nuts no oneis going to give asquat, they’ll say it' sfake like any other UFO that—"
“I just hope they don't terminate my mission, isdl. | like being on Earth.”

They paused to catch their breath.

“Let me seethat crystd, Paunch.”

Conrad handed it over. “I"d remembered it as being bigger than this. | saw it plenty of timeswhen | was
little. Pop was friendswith Mr. Skelton, you know. He s a pretty nice guy.”

Hank held the crystdl up to the light, dowly turning it back and forth. It was clear, with danting faces,
each apardldogram. It was the size and shape of abig ice cube. At certain angles, it split the incident
imagesin two. Looking through it made you fed like you were seeing double.



“Thisiscool ,” said Hank after awhile. “Y ou know that crystal-set receiver | built back in fifty-eight?
That could only pick up NBC?’

“Yeah. It had that part called acat whisker .” Suddenly Conrad redlized what Hank was getting at. “ Y ou
mean?’

“A receiving set.Based on this speciadly tuned crystal.”
“Oh, my God. Canyourigit now?’
“I’'mtoo fucking wrecked. Let’scdl it anight. I’ll get you the spare mattress from the basement.”

While Hank got the mattress, Conrad fondled the crystal, wondering what kinds of signasthey might
pick up. Saucer transmissons? Messages from the future? A how-to course on antigravity?

Mrs. Larsen woke them up around noon.

“Conrad! Y our brother’ s been phoning for you. | thought he wasjoking, but then | peekedin. It'sso
nice to have you here. We had no idea you were planning atrip!”

“Uh...hi, Mrs. Larsen. It'sgood to see you. Is Cddwell on the phone right now?’

“I told him I’ d wake you and have you call back. Here' satowel and awashrag. Did Hank make you
deep without sheets?”’

“Doesn’'t matter.” Conrad wasin his clothes, under alight blanket. His head hurt and he felt greasy all
over. “OK if | take ashower?’

“Of course! Do you il like scrambled eggs?”’
“Sounds wonderful.”

When Conrad came back from the shower, Hank was aready up and dressed, laying out equipment on
his desk. “ Should havesome kind of Rube Goldberg assemblage runnin’ here beforetoo long.” The
phone out in the hall wasringing.

“Conrad! 1t'sfor you.”
Conrad went out and took the phone from Mrs. Larsen. “Hello, Caldwell.”

“Conrad Bunger!” The voice was high and husky. For ahorrible ingtant, Conrad thought it was
Skelton . . . or one of the flame-people. “Thisis Dee! Dee Decca. Sue sbig sister saw you at Tacy
Leggett’ slast night, so | thought I"d try—"

“Dee!” Conrad was hysterica with relief. “Dee baby! Threeyears! | loved dl your letters. . . don't
know why welet it didelikethet . . . you'rein Louisville, too? Hank aready told me, cometo think of it,
and | was gonnacall you today. Y ou as smart as ever? Have you seen God?’

“All thetime. I'm aCdiforniagirl now, Conrad, modern-style. I’ ve got somestuff to share with you, and
so much to tel. Remember the Bo Diddley concert? And exigtentidism?’

“Oh, Dee. Do | remember. Look, you're at Sue Pohlboggen’s? Can | come over? Is Sue willing to
speak to me?”’

Muffled voices and giggling. “ She says, ‘At adistance.” Do you haveacar?’



“Uh. . .yeah. Got an MG convertible, Dee.”
“Cosmic! Why don’'t you come get me, and we can take alittle drive in the country.”

“Sure,” said Conrad, not missing abeat. Cadwell could take care of himsdlf, and Hank’ d be busy putting
the receiver together.Meanwhile I’ [l be out getting stoned with my high-school girlfriend! “I can
hardly wait.”

“Seeyouin hdf an hour.”
“Beautiful ”
Over bregkfast, Conrad filled Hank in. Hank took it in stride.

“Thisspace-radio I’'m building' |l take adl day anyway. Get a piece off Dee for me, Conrad. We' Il look
for you around suppertime.”

Cddwell wasless gracious when hefinaly got Conrad on the phone.
“What do you mean,you need my car today ?’
“I’ve got a date with Dee Decca. Why can’t you use Tacy Leggett’s car? Lether driveyou around.”

“That'sjust it, Conrad. Thingsdidn’t work out so well last night. | need to clear out of here. Asamatter
of fact, since goddamn Mrs. Larsen wouldn’t wake you up, | aready called Tuck Playfair to come get
rre”

“Old Tuck’ s4ill in Louisville?’
“Y eah, he'scoming to get me any minute. But look, | need that car.”
“Y ou can do without it till tonight, can’'t you, Cadwel 1?7’

“Oh, Chrig, dl right. | think | hear Tuck outside right now. Look, let’s meet at the Larsens' for supper.
Say six o' clock?’

“Yeah, I'll tell Mrs. Larsen. And we gotta be sure to watch the local news at seven.”
Cadwell groaned. “What did you and Hank do, Conrad?’

“What didyou do to poor Tacy Leggett?’

“Y ou screw up my new car and you're dead.”

“Six o' clock.”

Deelooked pretty much the same. White skin, two dark moles, a cute face with double-curved lips. She
wore jeans and a purple T-shirt.

“Your hair’ slonger, Dee”

“So’'syours. 't it great? Thefifties are dead forever.” She hugged him, and they patted each other’s
backs.

“Hdlo,Conrad .” It was Sue Pohlboggen, curly, blonde, and sassy asever.



“Sue. How isyour ass?’
“I'llnever tell.” Shelet out one of her suggestive giggles. “Dee’ s been dying to seeyou.”
“Wadl, herel am. Y ou ready for our drive, Dee?’

“Let me get my stuff.” She darted into the house and was back in asecond. She held alit cigaretteand a
smdll, paperback book. “Y ou have to read this, Conrad, it's wonderful .”

“The Doors of Perception,” read Conrad. “By Aldous Huxley. Isn't he the guy who wrote 19847
“ Brave New World,” corrected Dee. “He died the day JFK got shot. Hewastripping on LSD.”
“That killed him?’

“No, no. Hewas dying anyway. Hiswife gave him aninjection, to help him die. | love your car!”
“Sodol,” chimedin Sue. “Isit redly yours?’

“I'llnever tell,” said Conrad, railsing his voice an octave. Thiswas neet, to be hereflirting with hisold
girlfriends. “Uh, | don’'t guess you want to come aong, do you, Sue?’

Suegiggled again. “Oh, it sjust atwo-seater. Don't do anything | wouldn’t do!”

Chapter 20:
Saturday, August 6, 1966

“Shall | roll another joint, Conrad?’ They wereidling down atwo-lane country road. It was ahot, sunny
Saturday afternoon.

“Uh...yeah. I'mjus garting to fed it. Time dowing down, you know? The song on theradio, | can't
eventdl what it isanymore, it'sbeen on so long. | don’tbelieve those guitarsl”

“Eight Miles High. It's great to be with you, Conrad. Do you remember how we used to talk about
death and God together? We thought we were misfits, but we were just ahead of our time. Thingsare
redly far-out in Cdifornia. Whole crowds of people getting stoned and communicating . . . we' re not
doneanymore.”

Dee bent down out of thewind to roll the joint. She kept her marijuanain alittle plastic pill bottle. Not
that little abottle, really—they’ d dready smoked two of thethin, yellow cigarettes, and it looked like
therewas dill plenty of stuff Ieft.

There were fenced-in pastures on either sde of the high-crowned asphalt road. Trees grew by the
fences. Watching the trees go past was . . . too much. Like green spaceships. Flying saucers.What if
there’ s a saucer hovering right behind the car , thought Conrad, his somach tightening. Full of cops
and aliens.

“How do you fed, Conrad?’
“Uh...I...l1...itshardto decideif thisis pleasant or not.”

“Yeah. | like that about being high. Not having things be pleasant or not. Just, you know,there . Beiniit.



Likeamovie. Don't you fed likewe rein amovie, Conrad?’

Some cows drifted past on the left. Conrad glanced back at the empty road and relaxed. It wasjust a
movie, one way or another. Let it happen.

“| fed good, Dee. Thanksfor doing this. I’ ve never had enough grass to get stoned before. Just . . . you
know, six guys sharing one joint. Locking the door, and everybody saying, ‘How am | supposed to
fed? ” Conrad burst into shrill laughter. “1 areadyknew from taking peyote last winter, and | didn’t even
want to fed likethat again. But thisisdifferent. Thisisfun. Thisisaredly good high.”

“The Doors of Perceptionis about peyote. Mescaline, actualy. I’ ve never had amgjor psychedelic.
What'sit like? Did you see God?’

The MG hummed down a hill toward ashady stream. Coadl . . . dark . . . safe. “'Y ou want to stop here
and go wading, Dee? Il tell you about peyote in a second, but right now thisrequires. . .” Conrad
braked and pulled onto the road’ s soft shoulder. Turned off the engine.

The angry whine of insects. Cow shit al over. Cops coming soon, no doubt, State troopers who would
search their car and find Dee' s pill bottle and recognize Conrad from Skelton’ s picture. . .

Conrad restarted the car and pulled back onto the road. “1 don’t think | want to stop, after al. I'm
feding alittle paranoid. What are you mgoring in, Dee?’

“Philosophy and religion. It' sal one department at San Jose. We ve been studying alot of the Eastern
stuff. Lao-tzu, D. T. Suzuki. There' s so many wonderful thingsto read.”

“The secret of life,” said Conrad. “Have you found out what it iS?’

“I fed likel know it when I’'m high. It swhat we ways said.All isOne. ” She reached out and laid her
hand on Conrad’ s neck. “All part of the samething. That's Taoism, readly, and mysticism, too. You
know?’

Her little white hand was part of Conrad’ s neck now, and the hot summer air was blowing right through
them asthey drove aong. Thecar, divein itsown way, bore them past the plants and animals, benegath
the big bright sky, with the flame-people somewhere high overhead. All isOne, dl the universeis
together, no matter what. Conrad decided to stop worrying. I1fhe was a flame-person, how bad could the
other ones be?

Dee withdrew her hand and lit the new joint. Passed it to Conrad. He sucked at it. The harsh, hot, grassy
smoke, and the yellow paper tasting like banana.

“The secret of life,” said Conrad again. “It s, redly, such asimplething.All isOne. | dig you absolutdly,
Dee. But . . . ill. There's so many big fat books about it—don’t those books say something? And
there s4till al the hard questions: Why does anything exist? What istime? What is matter made of 7’
Stoned and merged as he was, these questions sounded alittle ridiculous to Conrad, but he pressed on
nonetheess. After dl, if hisonly mission on Earth wasto find out the secret of life, then therewasno
point in finishing thejob too quickly. “ All isOne.. . .it' sgrest, but there smore, isn't there?’

“There sdifferent levels of knowing it. Two people mightsay the same thing, but mean something
different. Y ou end up back where you started, and it looks like acircle, but redly it' sahdix. | mean,
if...”

The new joint was hitting Conrad hard. Dee’ swell-chosen words scattered past him like a school of fish.
The road ahead looked utterly unfamiliar, and the car’ s controls felt strange. Here came another stream,



wider and deeper than thelast one.

“Let’'sgowading,” said Conrad, pulling off the road again.
“| thought you were too paranoid to stop.”

“Not anymore. Now |’ m too stoned to drive.”

“Timeslikethis| remember my favorite Zen saying,” said Dee.” Once you' re born, the worst has
already happened.” She dipped off her shoes and hopped out of the car. “Let’ s hit the curl, ho-dad!”

“Cowabungal”

The afternoon passed in a happy blur of sound and color. Dee and Conrad waded, mostly, splashing
around and watching the patterns of drops and ripples. There were water stridersto chase, and some
crawdad-holes to poke in. They made out alittle, too. It was just the kind of unproductive,
noncommercia afternoon that was beginning to make dope-smokers so unpopular with corporate
America. And the cops never even showed up.

“Doyoudothisalot?" asked Conrad, asthey motored back toward town. “Out in California?” The
dope had pretty well worn off.

“The countryside’ s nicer here. The grassthereissharp . You can't gt init. But there sthe ocean, of
course, and mountainsin the east. There soneboy | go hiking with alot.”

“Y our boyfriend? Ishe nice?’

“Yes, he' svery nice. I'm glad to be settled on one guy. Sophomore year, | redly went wild. | was
fucking dl kindsof guys.”

“l wish I’d been there”

“We could have been fucking in high school, Conrad, if we' d just known how. When you get down toit,
sexisn'tredly that bigaded.”

“Oh, God, Deg, don't torture me.” He leaned over and kissed her. “1 know how to fuck now.”

“Y eah, only not by the side of the road. But who knows about tomorrow. Do you have aregular
girlfriend?’

“She' scaled Audrey Hayes. | think I’ [l marry her after graduation. She' sin Switzerland now, her parents
livethere. | missher, but I'm glad she'snot here today.” Conrad took Dee' s hand and gave it a squeeze.
Hefdt drained and happy. “ This has redly been awonderful day.”

“You'redl st to get married?’
“Yeah, bascdly. | mean, that’ sthe next thing after college, isn't it?’

“Aren’'t you worried you'll end up like al our parents? Married, and with ajob and children—just
dogging dong?’

“Yeah, | worry about getting old. But not all old people are robots. Look at artists and writers. Look at
scientigts. | don’'t seewhy | haveto end up like our parents.”

“I guess. And, when you think about it, who redlly knowswhat our parents are like.”



“Who knowswhat anyone' slike,” Conrad sighed. “Being human isso weird.”
“What are you doing tonight?’

“I’'m having dinner at the Larsens . And then . . . | don’t know.” Conrad remembered the seven o' clock
news. He'd be onit for sure, the size of athumb. And the radio Hank had been working on al day.
What if they started picking up saucer transmissions? “I’ ve got to do something with Hank tonight.”

“Wall, stop by if you go cruising. Bring us some beer. Sue' s away's been hot for Hank, you know. She
saysthat’ sthe main reason she went out with you.”

They kissed some morein front of Sue's house, and then Conrad headed over to the Larsens . With the
Bunger boys aswell as her own four children to feed, Mrs. Larsen had opted for abuffet-style
presentation. A meat loaf and agreat bowl of potato salad sat on her kitchen table with the plates and
flatware. Caldwell was on the back porch, already egting.

“Say, bro.” Cadwell looked astired and happy as Conrad felt. “Food' sin there.”
“| seeit. Where' s everybody ese?’

“They’ll tricklein. The parents dready got their food. They’ re downgtairswatching TV. Give methe keys
before | forget.”

“OK.” Ashefilled his plate, Conrad redized how hungry he was. He took double portions and sat down
next to his brother.

“How was your day with Dee?’ asked Cadwell.

“It was good. We smoked some grass and went wading. How about you? What was the problem with
Tacy Leggett?’

“Oh, there was no problem withher . We got in her bed and pumped away for awhile. . . but then we
fel edeep.”

“And her mother found you?’

“Her father. He didn’t say anything, but when | came out of her room, he was sitting in the living room
drinking a Bloody Mary and cleaning his shotgun.”

“He made me st down with him and talk about duck hunting. It got old redl fast.”
“So Tuck picked you up.”

“Y eah. We went out to Harmony Landing and played golf. Saw some old friends. I’ ve got a date with
Sherry Kesder for tonight.”

“A girl aday,” marveled Conrad. He ate in Sllence for aminute, then remembered about Skelton again.
“What timeisit?| gottawatch thelocd news.”

“Ten to seven. Hank wantsto see the news, too. He' sin hisroom building aradio. What are you two
guys up to, anyway?’

“I'll tll you later. 1t'skind of complex.” Conrad was il alittle apprehensive abouit telling Caldwell that



he wasn' t—dtrictly spesking—nhisrea brother.
Just then Hank came out to the kitchen to eat. “Hey, Paunch,” he called out. “ Y ou get in Decca s pants?’

“They got soned and wentwading ,” clucked Caldwell. “ These hippies don’t have enough senseto get
lad.”

“How about the radio?’ Conrad demanded. “Doesit work?”

Hank’ sface took on a strange expression. “Why don't we go back to my room, and I’ll show you
what’ s happened. Just let mefill up my plate here. . .”

The crystal sat on asquare of pegboard, surrounded by bright little doodads: striped-sausage resistors,
plastic-disc capacitors, buglike transstors, and wires of every color. Thelargest component was a
many-finned variable capacitor from an old truck radio. Conrad remembered the day Hank had gotten
that capacitor. The truck had been an abandoned hulk in anearby quarry—Hank and Conrad often went
there on weekendsto look for the girlie magazines that the quarrymen sometimes | eft.

“Why aren’'t any wires connected to the crystal?” asked Conrad. “Why don’t you even have it fastened
down?’

“That'sjust it,” said Hank, hisvoice atense, exasperated whisper. “Look a my thumb, fucker.” He held
out histhumb for inspection. There was acharred blister oniit. “ And the other hand, too.” Hank’ sleft
palm was crossed by a deep, scabbed scratch. “ Every time try to do anything with that bastard-ass
crysd, | get hurt.”

“The crystd attacksyou?’

“No!” Hank caught himself and forced his voice back to awhisper. “I burned my thumb with the
soldering gun; and | scratched my palm with the screwdriver. But it’ sthe crystal’ sfault. Y ou don't
believe me? Go ahead and try for yoursdlf. It sweird . See that masking tape? Try and tape the crystal
down onto the pegboard. | dare you.”

Conrad picked up theroll of tape and stared uncertainly at the crystd. “If | try, I'll get spastic and hurt
mysdf.”

“Go ahead, dammit. Thiswasyour ideain thefirst place.”

Conrad measured out alength of tape and tried to tear it off theroll. The tape was tougher than he'd
expected. He pulled harder. Just then histhumb dipped oddly. The thumbnail caught in awrinkle of the
tape—caught, bent, and snapped.

“Shit! | just broke my goddamn thumbnail!” Conrad dropped the tape and put his tongue to the wound.
“I brokeit right down to the quick. | can’t believel .. .” He stopped talking then as he realized what had

just happened.

“It' sbeen like that dl afternoon,” said Hank quietly. “I suggest you pocket that crystal, Conrad, and
forget about trying to build anything with it. Sooner or later, you'll find out what it’ sredly for.”

“Seven o' clock!” called Caldwell from the kitchen. “Didn’'t you guys want to watch the news?’

Chapter 21.



Saturday, August 6, 1966

Hank's parents and one of his brothers were already down in the basement. “ Conrad here wantsto see
the news,” Hank explained after the greetings. “ Catch up on dl the big doings.”

“Theloca newsisthe only thing on right now anyway,” said Mrs. Larsen agreegbly. “We dtill only have
two channelsin Louisville, Conrad. | keep telling Hank’ sfather he should get us an antennato pick up
the UHF channdl, but he doesn't think it’ sworth the trouble.”

“There' sno sports on that channdl,” explained Mr. Larsen. He was a distant man with a deprecatory
chuckle. “Jugt violins”

Theloca newsran dong uneventfully: anew candidate for mayor, problemswith the sewage plant, a
changein zoning, but then . ..

“A bizarrerobbery at afarmhousein Louisville sEast End last night.” The newscaster was atrim young
woman with heavily coiffed brown hair. “When Mr. Corndius Skelton caled police officersat 3:00A .M. ,
they found a broken window lock and only oneitem missing: alarge, semiprecious minera crystal which
had rested on Mr. Skelton’s mantel. Skelton asserted that he had * expected the robbery.” The crystal
was coupled to an darm system—avery specid system which included an automatic movie camera
Hereis Sketon’ sincredible film of the robbery taking place.”

“Cornelius Skelton,” Mr. Larsen was saying. “Isn't he the rich fellow who has that farm down the road?’
“A jewd heist in our own neighborhood!” exclaimed Mrs. Larsen. “How exciting!”

Cadwdll favored Conrad with ahard, questioning Sare.

Thefilm gtarted: silent, black and white.

A blurred shape, jellylike in slowed time. A young man’s back. He jerks grayly, then blurs out into
cloud. HE'sgone? No . . . there heis again, at the bottom of the screen, tiny before the looming
fireplace. He' sthe size of a thumb! He wears a white bandit-mask, the little scuttler, and now he
hurries off out of the picture, lugging Skelton’s crystal on his tiny back.

The news show cut to Skelton’ sface, in color. Old Cornelius looked as calm and gentlemanly as ever,
laying down his bizarre rap in an emationless Kentucky drawl. “I’ve said thistime and again. A flahn
saucer landed on my farm in the spring of fifty-six. It butchered one of my hogsand left acrysta inits
place. | anticipated that the diens might return for the crystal, and | rigged my cameraaccordingly. View
the film with an open mind, and ask yoursdf if any human being couldshrink that way .”

They ran thefilm again in dow motion. Thistime Conrad could recognize himsdf. Thearms, the eyes. Al
of asudden, hewas gtarting to fedl funny.

The brunette came back on. “The incredible shrinking man? This afternoon, our WHAS newsteam
showed Sketon’sfilm to Dr. Mario Turin, Professor of Astronomy at the University of Louisville”

Cut to a black-goateed man with adiding smile. A mellow-voiced maeinterviewer, off-camera, asked
the questions.

“Dr. Turin, what do you think of Mr. Skelton’s assertion that his film shows an dien from outer space?’
Turin smiled and jerked hishead. “ Corndlius Skelton iswell known for his strong beliefsin UFO



phenomena. | think it'sonly naturd that he would interpret hisfilmin terms of extraterrestrid visitation.”

“But you don't agree with Mr. Skelton?” The interviewer’ s voice was smooth and comforting. It
reminded Conrad of the time Platter had come to get him at Chucki€' s. His head felt so numb!

“No, | don't. | think it'smore likely that Mr. Skelton isthe perpetrator—or the dupe—of ahoax. The
‘dhrinking’ effect could easily be produced by an ordinary zoom lens. What we have hereis an unusud
film. .. of an ordinary robbery.”

Conrad wasfinding it harder and harder to pay attention. It was unsettling enough to see himsdf on
TV—and to have Cadwell angrily ebowing him whenever the Larsens |ooked away—but his head was
filled with afunny, dead tingling, asif he’ d just gotten ashot of Novocain in the center of hisbrain.

It was an odd feding, yet not totally unfamiliar. Conrad had felt thisway once before: in Paris, right after
he' d seen the picture of Audrey and him hovering off the Eiffel Tower . ..

That was the last time that one of my powers was publicly recorded. The picture of me flying was
in the paper, and then | couldn’t fly anymore.His head throbbed thickly. It was the news report for
sure. Somehow Conrad was programmed to change his specia survival power each time he was
unmasked. He was turning into anew “ Chinese brother.”

The news ended on alight note, and a vaginal-deodorant commercial came on, the one with Dorothy
Provine. With the marijuana dill in his system, Conrad did into aheavy paranoid fantasy that Cadwell
and the Larsensweredl staring at him. In Cadwell’ s case, thiswas no fantasy.

“Let’'sgoout to the car,” said Caddwell, poking Conrad sharply. “I have to pick up Sherry soon.” He
thanked Mrs. Larsen for the dinner and hustled Conrad out to the garage. He was really angry.

“What do you think you' re doing, breaking into Mr. Skelton’ s house?’ demanded Cadwdll. “He san
old friend of the family! Have you turned into ajunkie or something?”

“How . . . how do you know it was me?’ essayed Conrad.

“I know what you look like, even with a snot-rag on your face. And the way you and Hank have been
acting, it’ sbeen obvious that something’ s up. What did you do with the crystd, sdll it?’

“No. I'vegot it right here.” Conrad took the crystal out of his pocket and opened his hand alittle to
show it to Caldwdll. “I’'m not giving it back, ether. It smine”

“Whyisit yours, Conrad?’

“Because. . . because it comes from the same flying saucer thatl came from.” Conrad couldn’t hold the
secret back any longer. “ Theflying wing! It put me down at Skelton’ sthe day you al moved to
Louisville. I'm not really your brother. Y ou were just hypnotized into thinking | am. The aiens picked the
Bunger family because they had no friends or relatives.”

Cadwdl’ s eyeswere blazing—with anger, with fear, with hurt. Conrad backed away.

“Don’t try to hit me, Caldwell, | have specid powers. If you redly can’t stand it, then go ahead and turn
mein. My lifeher€ Il be over, but if that’ swhat you havetodo. . .”

Cadwell sat down onthe MG’ sfender and rubbed hisface. “ Conrad,” he said softly, “don’'t tell me
you're not my brother. Y ou' rethe only brother | have. Evenif youare an dien. Didn’t we grow up
together? Don't you look like Mom and Dad?’



“Y eah, yeah. Maybe they even fixed it so that my body here has the right genes. | think they made the
body out of pigmest, as amatter of fact, but they could have doctored al the amino acidsto match.”

Cddwdll lifted hisface up from his hands and looked at Conrad with curiogty. “If you' re wearing afake,
pigmest body—keep in mind that | think you' re out of your gourd, Conrad, but just for the sake of
argument—if the body standing herein front of meisacostume , then what do youreally look like?’

“A dick of light. | remember from my dreams. My raceis cdledthe flame-people . The other
flame-people are in a saucer hovering out past the Moon. They monitor Earth’s TV and radio. They
snuck me down hereto find out whet it sredly like. Instead of vagina deodorant ads, you dig?’

“How do you know they’re out near the Moon? Do you talk to them? Do you hear voices, Conrad?’
Cadwdl’svoice wastaking on an air of strained normdity. He' d decided not to believe the story.

“I don’t hear voices, Cadwell, and I’m not crazy. | don’t careif you believe me, just so you don't turn
mein.

“Timeto regroup,” said Hank, stepping into the garage. “ Conrad’ stelevision debut hasleft usal abit
bemused. My mother isaskin’ questions.”

“She knows?" asked Conrad, hisvoicerising.
“She saw the crystal in my room today. She wants usto giveit back.”

“Wait,” interrupted Caldwell. “ Did Conrad redlly shrink or not, Hank? He' s been telling me dl this shit
mljt—”

“Hying saucers,” said Hank. “I’ve heard it, too. | did see him shrink last night. But . . "

“Canyou doit again?’ demanded Cadwell. Y ou could see vague plansfor the perfect bank robbery
forming in hismind. “Because. . .”

“That’ swhat | was about to tell you,” said Conrad. “Ican’t shrink anymore. I’ m programmed to like
change powerseach time | get exposed. | could fed it happening after Skelton showed the movieon TV.
The flame-people want me to survive, but | have to keep quiet. We don’t want everyone on Earth to
know about us, because—"

“Oh, | don’t want to hear any more about it, Conrad,” interrupted Cadwell in sudden revulsion. “Y ou
are o fucking nuts.” He got in the MG and fired up the engine. “Open the garage door, would you,
Hank?I’ve got adate.”

“Where are you going to deep?’ asked Conrad solicitoudly.
“Wherever | get laid; wherever | pass out. Get out of my way.”

Hank opened the garage door, and Caldwell backed out. He looked like he couldn’t decide what to
think. Big brother. Hereally cared. Conrad ran over to the car, and the two brothers shook hands.
Cadwdl was shaking his head and grinning by the time he drove off.

“| wonder what your new power isgoing to be,” mused Hank.

“I don’t know. It'snot redlly clear to me how many more chances I’ m going to get. One more fuck-up,
and they might just come get me.” Conrad reached into his pocket and felt the magic crystd. “Why don't
| take awak, and you tell your mother I’ ve gone to give the crystal back? Then maybe later we can go



over to Pohlboggen’s. She' s hot for you, and Dee' s got more grass.”
“Sounds good. See you in about an hour. Y ou're not redlly going to Skelton’s, are you?’
“Noway. I'll beover at the Z.T.”

Conrad followed Hank’ s street out of the subdivision and crossed Route 42 to get to the Zachary Taylor
National Cemetery. “Old Rough-and-Ready” himsdlf was buried there, dong with hiswife, and about ten
thousand World War |1 soldiers, each soldier with an identica white headstone. The stones seemed
amog to glow in the gathering dusk. As Conrad walked among them, they kept shifting into new
adignments, liketheatomsinacrysd.

Crystal. Conrad took the troublesome stone out of his pocket and peered at it. It lay still in hishand,
mockingly inert. What wasit for? Why had the flame-people left it?

Herel am, a creature made of pigmeat and a stick of flame. | used to say that | was looking for
the secret of life, but now . . .

What could the secret of life mean, anyway? Conrad |ooked at the vast world around him, remembering
Audrey, remembering today’ s outing with Dee.How could any one formula ever sumit up?

The secret of life—big dedl. Conrad thought of a poem he' d read in some beatnik anthology:

The beach night of eternal star
Sea of posshility and infinite pacetime
Migts on the Earth—What alaugh
To sdl answersin paperback,
When you see God
Only pissto mark the spot.

Chapter 22:
Saturday, August 6, 1966

Conrad lay there, on the cemetery grass, not thinking anything in particular. Asfull darknesssetin,
lightning bugs appeared, blink------------- blink--blink blinking around the cedars and
the weeping willows. The stars were out, high overhead. Every now and then you could see the abrupt
streek of ameteorite. It was peaceful, peaceful lying there, donein the Louisville night. Conrad held the
crysta in hisright hand; somehow its sharp planes and skewed edges made for a perfect fit.

A quarter-hour passed, then another and another. Conrad till felt alittle high, lying therein the dry grass,
too high to fall adeep. It would be nice with Hank and Sue and Dee later—they could al goto adrive-in
or—

Z7770W.

A tumbling pattern of red lights swooped down out of the sky and thudded into the ground a hundred
meters from where Conrad lay. The object was agood-sized pyramid with abright light at each of itsfive
corners. . . .Itwasa UFO!

There were houses dl around the Zachary Taylor cemetery—and everyone slights were coming on.



Conrad wasn't the only one who' d seen the pyramid land. Wasit the flame-people? This ship certainly
didn’'t look like the good old flying wing, but maybe it was ascout shipor . . .

Conrad jumped to hisfeet, not certain whether to watch or run. If the UFO was from adifferent dien
race, would they befriend or foe? If it was from theflame-people , what did they want? Unconscioudly,
Conrad’ sfigt clenched around his magic crysta. The thing felt warm to the touch.

One side of the pyramid furled open. A rod of light darted out, arod of light with aknob at one end.
Dogs were barking, and some of the humanswere out in their yards yelling. A police sren sounded in the
distance.

Moving rapidly, the stick of light floated over the low cemetery wall and disappeared. One of the barking
dogs gave aghrill yelp of terror and fell slent. Conrad stared at the scout ship, unsure whether to run or
to keep watching. Just then he noticed adark shape moving toward him through the gravestones.

A big dog, it looked like, in the light from the houses, abig black dog trotting toward Conrad with a
frightening singleness of purpose. The dien had taken it over. It was coming to get Conrad.

Now the dog was only ten yards off. Something glowed at the back of its neck—alarge parallel epiped
crysta resembling the one Conrad held clutched like asword hilt in hisfist. Moving inginctively, Conrad
raised hisfigt to the back of hisneck and .. . . drew out arod of light. Yes. Drew it out like asword from
ascabbard, pulled hisflame-person self out of the human spinewhereiit lived!

The dog charged now, and as it legped, Conrad stepped sideways and dashed downward with his
sword of light. It burned the dog in half; for amoment, Conrad thought the fight was dready over.

But now aien energy came oozing out of the dog's spine, energy that rejoined its crystal to forma
sword-thing like Conrad's. The glowing shape flung itsalf at Conrad; he hacked and parried as best he
could.

It was strange-feding, this battle—Conrad had double perspective on it. On the one hand, Conrad was
the human being widlding the sword; on the other hand, Conrad wasthe stick of light in the human's
hand. He could fed it either way. Each time he touched the other flame-person, atingling buzz rushed
through him like an dectric shock. The main thing was to keep the other from hurting his human body. If
he lost his meet, he' d have to go back to the saucer. Thrust and dash, dodge and duck. It was dl
happening too fast to andyze.

Suddenly the other flame-person knotted itself into Conrad’ s sword and began to pull. It wastalking to
him, Conrad redlized—that buzzing was akind of talk.

Come on, Conrad, it was saying,it’ stime to get you out of here. People are going to recognize you
from TV, and your next powers are going to use up so much of your crystal-energy that . . .

Conrad braced himsdlf and refused to budge. Just then, four or five spotlights focused on him and the
scout ship pilot.

“DON'T MOVE ORWEFE'LL SHOOT!” Cops—squad carsfull of cops.

Oh, #*1%, buzzed the other flame-person.| give up. It swooped back to the red-flashing spacecraft and,
as suddenly asit had come, the UFO tumbled back up into the sky.

WOZzz77.
Conrad' s bright sword flexed in exultation. Conrad’ s human body sighed in relief. The big dog lay there



on the ground before him, cut right in two. With the same automatic motion that he'd used before,
Conrad raised up his stick of light and did it down into his spine. Like asword-swallower. Click. Hefdlt
whole again. Good and—

“RAISE YOUR HANDS UP HIGH!”

Fly, thought Conrad. Shrink! Nothing doing. He pocketed the crystal and raised both hands high asif to
surrender. The cop cars were about twenty yards off—they couldn’t get any closer, with Conrad in here
among the gravestones. Each gravestone cast a dark shadow. It was obvious what to do.

Conrad twitched hisleft hand and dived down to the right. In a shadow. Good. He scuttled backward,
shifted to anew shadow, scuttled further. Further. Bright lights, dark shadows. Someonefired a shot,
someone screamed not to. There were more cops, circling up on Conrad' s position from behind.

“WEHAVE YOU SURROUNDED!”

Copsinfront of him, cops behind him. By now, they'd lost track of exactly where hewas, hereina
patch of shadow behind one of ten thousand identical gravestones.If only | looked like a cop.

The crysta twitched in his pocket, and then Conrad fdt his clothes shifting, felt the flesh of hisfeatures
crawl. All right!

“He snot over herel” caled cop-voiced Conrad, getting to hisfeet. He could change hisface! Third
Chinese brother!

“I’'m going to check over by thewdl!” His handcuffsjingled, and his pistol dapped againgt hisleg. The
other officers wandered thisway and that.

There was alow stone wall around the cemetery. Conrad found a spot with no people close by and
rolled himsdf over thewall.Mr. Bulber , he thought, as he dropped out of sight.l want to look like Mr.
Bulber.

When he got back to hisfeet, he was a nondescript guy in his early thirties—a carbon copy of his
Swarthmore physicsteacher, Mr. Bulber. Mr. Bulber had the virtue of being very normal-looking: prim
mouth, neetly parted dark hair, horn-rimmed glasses, charcoa-gray it . . .

More and more people were coming to see what was up, but no one noticed “Mr. Bulber” walking off.
Ashewalked, Conrad drew out hiswallet and took a peek. Money in there, good, and, even better, IDs
withCharles Bulber onthem.

Conrad started walking a ong Route 42. But where to? Probably the cops or someone had gotten
footage of him dueling with the other flame-person—uwhich meant that his old cover was thoroughly
blown. Plenty of peoplein Louisville would recognize Conrad Bunger from the pictures. Hewasn't going
to be ableto look like hisold self anymore at dl. It wastime to get out of town.

Some teenagers threw a beer can at him from apassing car. Of course. Whowouldn't throw a beer can
a Mr. Bulber, dl neat and square in his charcoa-gray suit? He' d want to pick anew body-look before
long; but, for now, thiswas good and innocuous.

Conrad could fed the crystd in his pants pocket. It was smdler than it had been just afew minutes ago.
Strange. Hewas going to haveto get rid of the crystal. Holding it inthe Z.T. for that long had somehow
energized it—one of its functions seemed to be that of aradio beacon. It had to be the crystal that had
enabled the flame-people to homein on him like that.



And what did they want from him anyway? Apparently they thought he wasn’t doing too good ajob
here—they wanted to abort hismission. But unless he was actudly holding the crystd, it was too hard for
them to find him.Well, fine , thought Conrad,| don’t want them to find me.

He had half amind to just throw the crystdl into the roadside weeds. But wait. What wasit the other
flame-person had said?Your next powers are going to use up so much of your crystal-energy
that . . . That what? And what was the meaning of “crystal-energy” ? The other flame-person had
consisted of acrystal and agtick of light. Somehow, the troublesome crystal in Conrad’ s pocket was
part of him—for why else would he have felt such a crazy need to go and stedl it? And just ashe'd
gotten the power of changing hisface, the crystal had gotten abit smdler.

A battery. The crystdl waslike abattery. Hisstick of light, after dl, had to be living off something . The
power for his redlity-altering wishes had to come fromsomewhere . Such magica power would involvea
higher form of energy than anything that humble human meat could provide.

Conrad reached into his pocket and fingered the crystal anxioudy. When hewas akid it had been asbig
as hisfis—though, of course, childhood memories were always inaccurate about size. In any case, last
night, the crystal had definitely been the size of abig, homemade ice cube. But now—now that he'd had
flying, and shrinking, and face-changing—now that he was the third Chinese brother—now the crystal
was only the size of amatchbox.

The crystal was Conrad’ s energy source, but it was also akind of transmitter to the flame-people. Unless
he wanted them to come back and get him, he was going to have to get rid of it. But wherewould it be
safe? Some cops sped past on Route 42. Conrad felt abig pulse of stress. If the pigs got hold of his
crysd, it would be dl over. If the flamersfound him again, it would be dl over. What to do?

Why not just take Mrs. Larsen’s advice? Why not give the crystal back to Mr. Skelton? Conrad began
waking fagter.

The highway traffic made alot of noise, but he kept having afeding he was hearing that ZZZZOW from
before. He glanced anxioudy up at the sky, looking for atumbling pattern of fivered lights. Maybe as
long ashe didn’t actudlyhold the crystd, the flame-people couldn’t find him. But maybe not. In any case,
the sooner he got to Skelton’s, the better.

Five more minutes' walking down 42, and Conrad came to the Esso station at the corner of Drury Lane.
Skelton’ s was about three miles down Drury Lane, down past where the Bungers' house had been.

Threemiles. . . agood half hour’swak. Conrad looked up at the sky once again. Thiswas taking too
long. Drury Lane didn’t have the heavy traffic that Route 42 did, he' d be asitting duck for the
flame-peopl e’ s scout ship. Should he phone Hank from the Esso station’ s telephone?

Just then ayellow VW bumped up to one of the gas pumps. That |ooked like Sue Pohlboggen' s car, and
initwas. .. Dee Decca. Yes!

Conrad hurried over and stuck hishead in her window. “Hi, Deg, it's Conrad. Can you give me aride
down theroad red quick?”’

Shewas s0 surprised at hisnew Mr. Bulber-face that it took her a minute to understand what he was
sying.

“Conrad Bunger?’

“Yeah, it sme, Deg, it redly is. We got high in the country together today, right? All isOne, right?’ He



walked around to the passenger side and got in.

Dee gtared a him tensdly. “1 just saw the newsflash on TV. Y ou were fighting someweird . . .” She
paused and looked around. She seemed quite high. “I phoned Hank, and he said it wastrue, so I’ ve
been cruising around here looking for youto . . .” She patted Conrad’ s knee. *'Y ou can change your
shape? You'rean dien?’

“I'm redly just the same person you' ve dways known, Dee.” His Mr. Bulber-voice was firm and manly,
with afaint Boston accent.

“Yes, maam?’ It wasthe gas station attendant, leaning down for Dee' srequest. Conrad held his breath
for what seemed an eternity.

“I just remembered something,” said Deefindly. “I’ll come back for gasin alittiewhile” They
putt-putted out of the station and onto Drury Lane.

“Thanks, Dee.”

“Where to, spaceman?’

“Y ou remember old Cornelius Skelton? Who hasthe farm?’

“Sure. | saw him on the seven o’ clock news. That was you, too, wasn't it, Conrad?’

“Yeah. It'samess. The crystal iswhat attracted the other dien—the one | wasfighting. He. . .it. ..
wastrying to get meto leave Earth. I’ ve got to ditch the crystal with Skelton and go underground.”

Thewarm summer night did past. “What did you come down to Earth for in thefirst place, Conrad?
What do you redlly look like?’

“The sword | was holding—that’ sthe dien me. | came down here and got a human body to see what
people arelike, | guess. My race—the flame-people—they’ re in a saucer out past the Moon. All they
know about Earth iswhat they seeon TV, and TV isadl bullshit, so they put me hereto get thered
picture. Find out the secret of life, you dig? OK, now take aright down thisdriveway. If there's cops,
wejust turn around. My nameis Charles Bulber. | teach physics at Swarthmore College.”

There were lights on in Skelton’ s house, but no extra cars. Sooner or later the cops and reporters would
be coming here, but right now they were till over at the cemetery.

“Should I come with you, Conrad?’

“Why not? Mr. Skelton was aways nice to me when | waslittle. He taught me how to cast afishing lure.
| think he’ sbasicadly on my sde, evenif lam andien.”

Chapter 23:
Saturday, August 6, 1966

M r. Skelton stepped out onto his porch as soon as Dee and Conrad got out of the car. Though he was
clearly overwrought, Skelton managed to speak with hisusua good humor.

“Well, well. A pretty girl and aman in ablack suit. Areyou-all from the press?’



“Good evening, Mr. Skelton,” said Conrad. “I’ ve come to see you in connection with your missing
d.ys .71

“Would you care to show me some identification? And come up herein thelight where | can get agood
look at you.”

“Here'sdl the ID we'll need,” said Conrad, taking the crystal out of his pocket and tossing it up to
Skelton. “1 want you to keep thisfor metill | need it again.”

Skelton’ s weethered face became suffused with joy. “ After all my waitin'—you' re finaly here? Come on
in”

Conrad was tempted. He' d always liked Mr. Skelton, and the idea of being ared dien taking to aUFO
buff had a certain appedl.

“No,” said Deg, taking Conrad’sarm. “We can’'t. We'rein aterrible hurry.”

“Ahjust want totalk to you,” protested Mr. Skelton. “Ah just want to see how youlook .” Theonly light
was on the porch; Conrad and Dee were in near-darkness.

“No,” repeated Dee.

Conrad realized she wasright. Anything they told Mr. Skelton might find itsway into the UFO
magazines, and onto TV. At thispoint it was too hard to figure out what was safeto tell and what wasn't.
He glanced up at the sky once more.

But there were no red lights up there, no flying wing. Tossing the crystd to Mr. Skelton, he dfdt a
tangible drop in hisenergy level. As soon asthe thing left his hands, it stopped being asaucer beacon.
Redlly, for now, there were only the cops to worry about. And they weren’t looking for Professor
Bulber .

“We can tdk for aminute, Mr. Skelton,” said Conrad. “ Aslong as you' ve got the crystal back, | guess
everything’'s OK. But I’ d rather we stayed out here.”

“Would you yourself be from the saucer that mutilated my hog?”
“That'sme,” admitted Conrad. “March 22, 1956.”
“Y ou're Conrad Bunger, aren’'t you?’

Dee gasped. But the deduction wasn't really so surprising. After al, Conrad had been on TV twice
tonightand . . .

“Even when you were alittle boy, | suspected,” mused Skelton. “There was aways something . . .odd
about you, Conrad. My, my. Mereadin’ and writin’ about UFOs these ten years, and an extraterrestrial
living right down the street.” He chuckled softly.

“I didn't redizeit till thisyear,” said Conrad. “| have akind of annesa”
“Conrad, comeon ,” hissed Dee. “Y ou have to getout of here”

“Three questions,” said Mr. Skelton, “and I'll let you and the young lady be on your way. UFOs have
been my hobby since my wife died. UFOs and fishin’ for bass. I’ ve puzzled and puzzled over these
questions.”



“All right,” said Conrad. Thiswasfun.

“Number one,” intoned Mr. Skelton. “Isit true that Hiroshimawas the event that got you dl interested in
Earth? Hiroshimawasin forty-sx, you know, and thefirgt officid saucer sighting was by Kenneth
Arnold, in 1947. Did you come here to bring world peace?’

“I think it was theradio and TV broadcasts which attracted us, Mr. Skelton, rather than Hiroshima. Our
ships are gationed at quite some distance from Earth, too far to observe anuclear explosion directly.
And asfar asworld peace goes—that’ s not our problem. World peaceisyour problem.”

“Very well,” said Skelton with adight nod. “ Question number two.Why don’t you al just come on down
and make friendsin an open way?’ Hisvoicetook on an amost pleading tone. “I’ m sure our races have
S0 much to share.”

“Wdll,” said Conrad, “my impressionisthat if our presence were too widely known, then we would be
unableto carry out our mission here—amisson which, to the best of my knowledge, primarily involves
observing andlearning from the human racein its naturd sate.”

“That'swhat I'd alwaysimagined,” said Skelton. Y ou could tell he’ d thought about UFOs alot. “Y our
role would be comparable to that of anaturdist who observes abeaver colony from ahidden blind. |
understand. | promised only three questions, and hereis number three. I’'m an old man, Conrad, with my
own idess, but thereisonething I'd like to ask you. How does your race account for . . .” Skelton
paused, collecting histhoughts. “Let me put it country-smple. What isthe secret of life?’

Dee was nervous enough to greet this question with awild giggle.
“Madam?’ said Skdton. “I'mafrad| ..."

“Don’t mind her,” said Conrad. “What isthe secret of life? Strange as this may sound, Mr. Skelton, |
don't know. | said before that my mission involveslearning from the human race. More specificaly, my
mission isto find out whathumans think isthe secret of life. Do you have any opinions?’

“Sinceyou so politey ask, yes, | do.Life goes on. That'sthe secret, asfar as1’m concerned. No one
person—or being—matters that much, because life goes on anyway.”

“Thank you,” said Conrad.
“Lifeasthe secret of life,” interpolated Dee. “Let’ sgo.”

“OK. WEe ve got to go, Mr. Skelton. Hang on to that crystal for me. 1t’ spart of me . Hideit. Don't let
the cops get it, whatever you do. And one other thing . . .”

“Anything at al, Conrad.”

“Do you have any beer?”’

“Just asecond.” Mr. Skelton headed into his house, leaving hisfront door open.
“Areyou crazy?’ demanded Dee. “Is beer al you can think about?’

“I just didn’t want him to see me getting into the car,” explained Conrad. “ So he doesn’'t seemedl lit up
by the dome-light. | don’t want people to know I’ ve changed my face.” He hopped into the car and bent
down when Skelton reemerged from his house. Dee took the beer—two cans of Sterling—and got in the
car aswell.



“Why arewe helping you, Conrad?’ she asked asthey drove off. “What am | doing chauffeuring a
nonhuman saucer-creature? Why didn’t Mr. Skelton come back out with his shotgun and blow you to
bits?’

“Because you' ve both known me since high school?” Conrad opened the beers and offered Dee one.
“Let’sget some gasfor the car, and then I’ d like to go to the train station downtown. | think it’sa Ninth
and Broadway.”

“No beer for me, thanks. I'm confused enough asit is. Does Hank know?’
“Y eah. But you' re the only one who knows | can change my face. Please don't tell anyone, OK?’

“Can you change back to Conrad for aminute? | don’t like you to be Charles Bulber. You look likea
red sraight-arrow.”

“My powersonly work in life-or-death Situations. Like at the graveyard just now when the cops dmost
caught me”

“That fire-stick you were fighting with was one of your . . . race?’

“Flame-people, Dee. Y eah, that was one of them. They were trying to get me to come back. They think
I’ ve fucked the mission badly enough dready. But | digit here. | like being human.”

They pulled into aGulf station, and while the attendant filled the tank, Dee put her arms around Conrad
and gavehim abigkiss.

“That'sniceof you,” she said after atime.

“What is?’

“Todig being human,” said Dee. 1 don't think Jesus ever said that.”

“What are you talking about?’ said Conrad. They pulled out of the gas station and headed for town.

“1 mean, the way the Story goes, Jesus was an extraterrestrial-type being who put on a human body,
right?’
“I"'m not Jesus”

“l knowyou' re not. But youare in asomewhat Smilar Stuation.”

“I never understood why Jesus had to get crucified. Couldn’t hejust say, ‘ Fuck thiscross shit,” and fly
off, or change hisface? Why should helet the pigskill him?’

“He had to die so he could rise from the dead. | think the ideawasto |et the pigs take their best shot at
him. . . and thengtill come back.”

“Oh, look, | don’t want to start thinking thisway. It'stoo sick. I'm just ahippie.” Conrad finished the
first beer and started on the one he' d opened for Dee.

The news about hisbeing an extraterrestrial seemed to have changed Deg' s attitude toward him
considerably. Beforethis, they’ d been good friends, but now she waslooking a himwith . . . veneration.
Asif heknew where it was at .

“You'renot just ahippie,” said Dee quietly. “Listen.” She put on the car radio. News, excited news.



“. .. tentatively identified as Conrad Bunger, aged twenty, formerly aresident of Louisville. Bunger's
family have refused comment until . . .”

“Who told them my name?’ demanded Conrad.
“I... 1 think it might have been Sue,” Dee said. “I told her not to, but she.. . .”
Conrad groaned and twiddled up and down the dial.

“. .. indicate agenuine UFO incident. Positive radar contact was made by air traffic controllers at
Standiford Feld. ..

“. .. Fort Knox jets scrambled, but the vehicle evaded them eadily . . .~

“. . . photographs seem to show one man—now identified as Conrad Bunger, aged twenty—with two
aien beings having the appearance of rods of light. An analysis of theimagesreveds. ..

“. .. Cornelius Skelton, who states that Conrad Bunger spoke to him in person, giving assurances
that ...

“. .. herewith Corndius Skelton, who says he saw Conrad Bunger shortly after the Zachary Taylor
cemetery incident. Mr. Skelton?” The old man’ s voice came on—the reporters must have gotten there
right after Dee and Conrad left. “That is correct. Ah spoke briefly with . . . thedien. Thereisevery
reason to believe that thisbeing’ s purpose hereis of apeaceful and scientific nature. Ah fed—"

Conrad clicked the radio back off.

“God. WE re going to have to be very cool at the train station, Dee. There' sgoing to be copsal over the
place. Y ou don't think Skelton gave them your license number, do you?’

“What would be so terrible if the policedid catch you, Conrad? Y ou haven't done anything wrong.
Mayhbe you should go public.” She gave him another admiring glance.

“Look, if thepoliceget me, I'll beon live TV. And any timel’monlive TV, the flame-people will know
whereto look for me. They want to cancel my mission, Dee. They want to get me out of here. They’ll
chop up my body, and take my flame back to the flying wing.”

“Oh, | don't know, Conrad. Maybeit'sniceinthe. . . flying wing. What does that mean, anyway, flying
wing 7’

“That’ swhat our saucer lookslike. Sure, maybeit isnice there. But I'm scared, dl right? I’m scared of a
big change, number one, and number two, | have a bad feding the flame-people might be redly mad at
me. What if they court-martid me, or something? My ingtinct isto stretch out this Earth-gig aslong as
possible. Make the most of it, you know?” They were driving down Broadway now. Conrad glanced
back to make sure no cops were following them.

“The flame-people can’t find you unlessyou' reon TV, or holding that crystal?’

“Right. It'slike aperson can't seewhat’ sgoing on in an anthill. Y ou can't keep track of just one ant.
Jesus. . . would you look at that?’

Therewas apolice barricade in front of the train sation. Y ou had to pass a checkpoint to get insde.
Flashing red lights and excited yoke faces.

“Just drop me here, Dee. Thanksfor everything. I'll missyou.”



“But...” Shelooked at him al wide-eyed, like hewasaguru or arock star. Thisafternoon it had been
Dee-and-Conrad , but now it wasHuman-and-Alien . It felt bad.

“Don’'t look a methat way, Dee. I'm ill just Conrad. Give me akiss now.”
Dee sfacerelaxed into her old smile. “We're al diens, one way or another, aren’t we, Conrad?’

It was hard to stop kissing, but—like everything e se, like everything—at some point it was over. Last
smile, door-dam, putt-putt , goodbye.

Getting past the cops was easy with the Charles Bulber 1Ds. The next train north was due in forty
minutes. Conrad wandered into the train Sation’ slarge newsstand and bought himsdf theSchaum's
Outline Series on General Physics .

Part |V

| got up and went out. Once at the gate, | turned back. Then the garden smiled at me. | leaned against
the gate and watched for along time. The amile of the trees, of the laurel,meant something; that wasthe
real secret of existence.

—Jean-Paul Sartre, Nausea

Chapter 24:
Saturday, August 13, 1966

Charles Bulber
23 Crum Ledge
Swarthmore, PA 19084

August 13, 1966

Dear Audrey,

| guessyou' ve read about meinTime —yeah, thisis Conrad here—DON'T TELL ANYONE! BURN
THIS | meanit, Audrey, if they catch me, it smy ass. God | missyou. You'll be back inthe U.S. on
Sept. 2. You see, | remember. 1t might not be too cool for me to come up to Columbia, but you can
come down here and stay with me at Mr. Bulber’ s housg, it's so hard waiting for you, sweet darling.

| hopeyou don’t think I’'micky for being sort of an extraterrestrid. | can hardly wait to run my pincers
and federsal over your ripeyoung . . . No, wait, it’ snot like that; it’ s the story we were goofing on a
the Gold Rail with Hank Larsen last winter . . . it'sredly true. My body isred Earthly mest, but thereisa
kind of stick of flamein my spine, which iswhat came from the flying saucer. Theflame-people ,
remember? | mean, it'sobvious, really—that’ swhy | had those special powersal dong. (Remember the
time| shrank for you up in NY C and Katha K ahane starts pounding on the door? Y ubbal)

Well, I’ ve got anew power now, which isthat | can change my face. That'show | escaped in Louisville,|
turned into Mr. Bulber . My physics teacher, the one who hated me so much, Professor CharlesV.
Bulber, Ph.D.? Do you like older men? With pincers and feders and a squid-bunch of tentacles under




each arm? Genitals of the Universe, Part 1X. No, redly, | have to stop this or you won’t come see me,
and if you don’'t come see me, dear Audrey, | willpineaway .

| think it'syour lips| missthe most, or maybe the way you giggle. And your shiny brown eyes, and the
way you stick your neck out tocrane . My new Bulber-body isn't too bad-looking—I’ m thirty-two, |
have dark hair, | havedl my teeth, ’'msingle | ...

“All right, Conrad,” | can hear you saying. “What have you done with thered Mr. Bulber?’

Mr. Bulber isinFrance , Audrey, he's on sabbatica. His replacement here at the college was going to
house-sit for him, but I, the pseudo-Bulber, showed up and told the guy to get fucked, I’ d decided not to
stay in France, | just wanted to spend the year lying around my house drinking and taking drugs. The
replacement flipped, and the Chairman came by to see me—I played it cool and just said | was working
on some new ideas and they should leave me alone. It's my sabbatica, right? 1 can do what | want.

Meanwhile, | forward dl Mr. Bulber’ smail to him in Montpelier, the way the house sitter was supposed
to, and I’ ve been getting money by selling Bulber-things off. Sooner or later my cover here' Il blow, but
for now it'sawiggy scene. Except for onething: no Audrey. Audrey, Audrey, Audrey. Y ou smell good,
you know? All over.

What I'm redly thinking, Audrey, isthat you should just movein here with me. Mr. Bulber’ s house
overlooksthe Crum, it's nice and comfortable, he has a stereo—shitty classical records, but I'm getting
some new ones—and I’'m planning to sl his car next month. 1t'sa 1965 XK E—the poor guy’ s big
self-indulgence, | guess—I aready checked at the dealer’ sand they say it’sworth $6,000 asidl It was
up on blocksin hisgarage, but I've got it running . . . digit, I’'m going to meet you atJFK inanXKE if
you' |l give methe flight number. Then you movein with me, we sl the car, and we live off the money al
fall. Tak about agood provider!

I’'m redlly serious about this, Audrey—I’ d hoped to marry you next June—and till want to, if things
work out. But I’ ve got abad feeling that my days here on Earth are numbered. No one means as much
to me asyou do, baby, and | want to spend dl thetime | have left withyou .

“Why are you so morbid, Conrad? Why do you say your days are numbered?’

Another voice heard from. A high voice, asweet voice. The problemisthis The flame-peoplethink I've
fucked up. The ideawas supposed to be that | come down here and find out about people and, yes, find
out about The Secret of Life, and then someday I’ d go back to the flying saucer and report. Thewhole
thing was supposed to behush+hush . But—as you must know by now—this guy Mr. Skelton got afilm
of me shrinking, and the flame-peopl e picked up the TV broadcast of it, and | happened to be holding a
kind of homing crystal, and the flamers sent a scout ship down to pick me up, €tc., etc.

Right now things are cool because | got rid of the crystal and changed my face. (Third Chinese brother,
dig, firgflying , thendhinking , thenchanging . It sdl built-in, no matter what the flamersthink of me.) But
sooner or later the PIG isgoing to catch up with me, and put meon live TV, and my fiery brethren are
going to UFO down here and snatch my ass. . . unlessthey figure out away to locate me evenbefore the
PIG does, inwhich case | get snatched even sooner. | look at the sky alot, asyou can imagine.

God. | could writeyou al night. I’'m working on a nice bottle of Mosdle from the Bulber wine cdllar
(quite thebon vivant , aren’t we, Charles?), and looking out over the Crum—I have WIBG on, they’re
playing alot of Motown tonight. Ah, Audrey, isn't life strange? | need someone torap with.

The last person I’ ve been able to speak openly with was last week, August 6, agirl called Dee Decca,
my old high-school girlfriend. (It's not the same with her aswith youa al , so don’t worry.) Actudly, |



couldn’t redlly talk to Dee too well, once sheredlized | was an alien—she was tooimpressed . Buit |
know you won't be like that, Audrey, you' ve seen me shrink, you' ve seen me fly—I just hope you don’t
think I’m too ugly now. Maybe you remember what Mr. Bulber lookslike. . . I've stopped dicking
down my/his hair, anyway. All the Swarthmore faculty and staff | runinto think, “ Charlie Bulber’ sgone
crazy. He sacting like one of thosehipniks .”

The perfection of thisconisthat al of Bulber’smail passesthrough my hands. | mean, it sme (intherole
of house sitter) who' s supposed to forward things to him; and he' s sending hismail back through mein
bundles to save money. The only fuck-up will beif at some point he writes directly to somebody here.
Evenif that happens, | can say, “Wdll, | wrote you before | came back to America, | didn't likeit over in
France” And probably, for thefirst few months, anyway, heisn't going to fed that much like writing
anyone over here. | hope.

My red flash of geniusin thiswhole thing was toremember that Bulber isin fact on sabbatical thisyear.
Some of the assholesin my Mechanics and Wave Motion course gave him agoing-away party last
spring. Ginger-ae-and-ice-cream punch, Tom Lehrer records, a French-English dictionary . . . you get
the picture. The whole sordid scene of degenerative douchedom. Kids these days.

It' sgoing to beweird if any of those studentstry to talk to me. Classes here start Sept. 7. At least | don't
have to teach any courses. | bought aSchaum’s Outline Series on Physics to brush up with, just in case,

Y ou' re probably wondering why I’ m hanging around Swarthmore, anyway. | mean, redly, it would be
safer to head out to Californiaor something. But, | don't know, | want to see my old buddies some
more—Ace, and Platter, and Tuskman, and Chuckie—I want to see them, and do some unbelievable
prank on the college administration before | split.

But most of dl, I'm looking forward to some peaceful weeks here at Chéteau Bulber with my darling
darling Audrey Hayes. A.H. Ah. Do you fuck? Do you still know how?Y ou can put abag over my
solemn potato-head if you must. Or apair of yoursoiled lacy underwear . Or . . .

All right, dl right, I'll stop. What else. Let me just get another bottle of wine and reread thisand . . .

“Baby Love’ on theradio. The wonderful inevitability of the chord progress ons—you remember how a
the end of Nausea , he hears ajazz song and it makes everything right? The secret of life. It swhenyou're
just plugged-in, you know, it just happens. | missyou, Baby Love.

Do you think your parentswill be very angry when you drop out of Columbiagrad school and movein
with “Professor Bulber”? Don’'t answer that, don’t even think about it. Just do it. Write me your arrival
time; I'll be there to whisk you away to alife of viceand crimind flight.

It'sonly ten o’ clock—I guess| can fill up onelast sheet of paper. Do you mind reading this? Do you
think I’m too weird? Thet article inTime was unbelievable, the quotesthey got from al the authority
figureswho knew mewhen | waslittlein Louisville. Brother Hershey (assstant principd a . X) wasthe
worgt. | mean, usudly, when there’ s amass-murderer —like that guy Charles Whitmanin Texas—al his
old teachers say, “ Oh, he was such a nice boy, very quiet, never made any trouble.” And here’ s Brother
Hershey saying, “1 remember Conrad Bunger very well. Bright, but troubled. He wanted to be smarter
than heredlly was. By the end of senior year, we were just waiting for him to graduate and leave.” And
everybody felt that way about me, it turns out. The head preacher at St. John's—I never redlized he
knew it was me that used to stedl thewine. And Dr. Sinclair, and then that phony shithead Dean Potts
putting in histwo cents worth . . . ah, never mind. Inaway, I’'m proud of it—you know how | aways
try to seem tough and cool. But in another way, it redly hurts, to seethem al turn on melike that just
because I'm from aflying saucer.



| really don’'t know what to do next, Audrey. Tell me when you' re coming, and I’ll pick you up, and
you'll come down herefor aweekend at least. | do want to do some kind of trip on the straights' heads
here, but after that we can split to wherever you like. I'm pretty sure | can change my face againif | have
to. .. it'slikethe other powers, it just works when it’ s life-or-death. Some of the newspaper articles

I’ ve seen make me kind of nervous. All thisxenophobia bullshit, you know. Like given the right
circumstances, | could get mysdlf torn apart limb from limb. And if it snot onlive TV, the flame-people
wouldn’'t know to come save me. All thisis assuming the saucer is till around—maybe they gave up and
|eft for another solar system.

God, I'm depressed dl of asudden. I" ve got thisimage of abunch of stupid Nazi pigstearing meto bits,
and my little flame sinking into the ground and just dying out, and me being dead dead dead forever . . .

Help me, Rhonda!

Look, burn thisletter after you read it, | mean it. And send me (“ Charles Bulber”) the flight info at 23
Crum Ledge, Swarthmore PA 19084. Hurry, Audrey, | missyou and | need you.

Here sakiss: X.
And afuck: F.

| loveyou,
Conrad

Chapter 25:
Friday, September 9, 1966

After Audrey |eft, Conrad got a couple of bottles of wine and walked down to the Mary Lyons dorms.

It was Friday, fivein the afternoon. Ace would be drinking in his room—the room he' d planned to share
with Conrad. God willing, there' d be grass as well—Conrad hadn’t had a chance to get high since back

in Louisvillewith Dee.

It was anice wak, not too far, the mellow September sun diding down, and atang of cool winter inthe
air. Conrad had the wine in a paper bag; he was wearing jeans and a Swarthmore T-shirtina
mock-Bulberesque attempt to look like “one of the guys.” Hefigured to run ared number on Ace's
head.

Aslong as Audrey had been here—aweek, aweek of bliss—Conrad had lain low. Audrey didn’t want
people to see her shacking up with someone over thirty—there were still plenty of people around
Swarthmore who would have recognized her. So mainly they’ d goneinto Philly, or hung around Bulber’s
pad talking and making love. It had felt like being married, having their own little house; every morning
they made scrambled eggs together; every night they drank German white wine and fucked. Daytimes
they might go to the Philly zoo, or the art museum—it had been paradise.

But Audrey didn’t want to missthe start of classes at Columbia; and Conrad could see her point. He
was, after dl, on the FBI's Top-Ten Wanted List—yes, he and Audrey had actually seen the actua
photo in the actuad pogt office.Felony burglary and immigration violation . Audrey loved Conrad as
much as ever—more—but they could both see the possibility of red bad shit coming down, and there
was no reason for her to throw her life away. The hope was that things would somehow work out and
they’ d get married in June as planned.



So now Conrad was on the loose, and all his palswere back, and it was time to push the wholetrip
another notch further. Before leaving Crum Ledge, Conrad had carefully combed his hair into the same
cocky little Vitalis pompadour that had ways infuriated him so much on Bulber. Humming dightly, he
walked up the ML dormitory staircase and knocked on Ace Weston' s door.

“Whoisit?" Acesounded blurred and weird.

“It'sMr. Bulber.” A hard grin covered Conrad' sface.

“Who?”

“Professor Bulber. | want to talk to you about your application for Kutztown State.”

“What?” Ace s voice was high in bewilderment. The lock rattled, and then Ace cracked open the door
to peer out. Dope fumes swirled.

“Hello, Ace, | know thismay not be the best moment for an old fuddy-duddy like mysdlf to be butting in
thisway, but, hey, man, could you get abrother high?’

Ace' s bloodshot eye stared out through the crack for what seemed avery long time.

“You look likeahermit crab,” offered Conrad. “ Come on, Weston, let mein, | won't bite. | brought
wine” Hedlinked histwo bottlesinvitingly.

“Uh...saure.” Aceopened the door and Conrad stepped on in. Platter was there, and Chuckie Golem,
too. They had ahookah in the corner; Chuckie was trying to stand in front of the hookah so Mr. Bulber
wouldn't seeit.

“Don’t worry about theillegal narcotics, boys,” said Conrad. “And fed freetotdl it asitis. Wehavea
lot to learn from your generation. Y ou should just think of me as one of your friends; you see, I’'m on
sabbeticd thisyear.”

“Yeah,” said Chuckietensdly. “ That’ swhat | heard. Y ou were supposed to go to France, and you're
just hanging around here instead?’

“That'sright,” said Conrad, brushing past Chuckie to kned by the hookah. “Who' s your connection?’

At some point here, Platter had gotten hysterical with laughter. He lay douched back across Ace's bed,
shaking in stoned ecdtasy.

“What' sthe matter with thisfelow?’ demanded Conrad, giving Platter’ s upper thigh adow, intimate
pinch. “Ron Platek, isn't it? Anybody got amatch? And you ought to recharge the bowl while you're at
it, men. I’'m ready to redlly do my own thing. Do you have any good records, Weston, besides those
shitty old bluestracks you aways made me listen to? Who wants a blow job?’

The three boys looked at Conrad with pale anxious faces. They’ d been stoned when he got there, and
now it had dl gotten too unred too fast.

“No blow jobs?" rapped out Conrad. “ Then let’s start on the drugs.”

“Look,” said Ace, stepping forward with hisface set tight. “Y ou can just get out of here, faggot. We
don’t need—"

“Relax,” said Conrad, smiling. “I’mredly your old roomie, Conrad Bunger.”



Acedidn’'t smile. “We don't need this, Mr. Bulber. We don’t need you coming down hereto try to act
like one of us. We don't want to see you around, understand?’ Ace grabbed his arm—hard—and began
propelling him toward the door. “ Conrad hated your guts, you know that, man? Y ou think it’ stime you
got hip.. .. well, wedon't give ashit. You come back here and we' Il kill you, Bulber, you—"

“Wait,” protested Conrad. He' d done too good ajob. “1am Conrad Bunger, Ace. Remember thetime
you fell off theroof and | flew down to save you?’ Ace sgrip on hisarm loosened. Conrad turned to
Platter. “ Remember you telling me about the guy who paid awoman to shit on his chest, Ron? And the
night | started calling you Platter? ‘ What toothsome victuas do you bear? And you, Chuckie, remember
the song you made up about me,Pig, Pig, Pig, What'sthe Use, Use, Use?”

They stared a him openmouthed.

“That'sright,” continued Conrad. “I changed my face to Mr. Bulber’ sto get away from the cops. | did it
s0 | could come up here and impersonate Bulber, who isindeed on sabbatica in France; | did it sol
could seeyou guysagan.”

Acefindly smiled and gave hisdry chuckle.Eh-eh-eh . “Well, |et’ s charge up the hookah. Areyou redly
from aflying saucer, Conrad?’

“Sureheis” said Plater. “I read it inTime . Conrad.” He stood up and gave hisold friend ahug. “Mr.
Bulber.” Haw-nnh-haw-nnh. “1t's perfect. The thing about the blow-job was perfect. ‘Tl it asitis.” ”
Haw-nnh-haw-nnh. “Oh, Conrad.”

“Y ou blew our minds,” said Chuckie, giving one of hisrare smiles. He got out afilm can of grassand
recharged the hookah. “The. . . uh. . .feds arein town. What' s scary isthat they aren’'t asking
questions. They'rejust . . . fucking . . .hanging around. ”

“I’m not going to be heretoo long,” said Conrad. “| want to do one big prank on the college beforel
fede”

“Aprank ,” said Acethoughtfully.

“ Give them a teaching,” amplified Conrad. Just bresthing in the room'’ sair, he dready felt high. “1 got
that phrasefrom an articleinTime , it was in the same issue as the articles about me. Y ou know the
Bhagween ? Thefat kid with the big cult-following in Chicago? It seemsthere was an IRS guy who
infiltrated the organization, and the Bhagween finds out. Bhagween takes his head disciple asde and says,
‘Hey, you know that IRS guy—give him a teaching.’” So the head disciple goesto the IRS guy and
smilesand says, ‘Y ou are now prepared to receive truth.” So, OK, they go in ahotel kitchen, and the
head disciple stands behind the IRS guy and hits him on the head with ahammer. And in the same issue
of Time , right, Potts givesaquote like I’m afollower of the Bhagween!”

“* Although Conrad Bunger may indeed have been an extraterrestrid,’ ” recited Chuckie, * ‘I think it is
aso appropriate to view him as a confused young victim of the madness of our times.” ” Hefired up the
hookah and handed Conrad the mouthpiece. “ Careful . . . the water coalsit off, and it’ seasy toinhae
too much.”

“Motherfaaarf’ ck’ nout.” Conrad drew in abig, show-off breath and succumbed to a coughing fit. No
matter how hard he coughed, theticklein histhroat wouldn’t go away. The rhythm of the cough filled all
his body; hewas on the floor now, still coughing, coughing for deer life. Finally the spasm passed, and
Conrad opened hiswatering eyes to see histhree friends standing over him, conversing in hushed tones.

“A flying saucer, hey, Pig?’ asked Ace.



“Thered thing,” wheezed Conrad. “What happened there?’

“I think you'retricking us.” Ace made his mouth athin line and shook his head. Hisblond hair was
shoulder-length this year; he kept it out of his eyes with aleather shoelace worn like aheadband. He
looked vaguely like an Indian. “Y ou tricking us, man.”

“I'm not Mr. Bulber, if that’ swhat you think.”

“I’'mnot Ace Weston,” said Ace. “I’m John F. Kennedy.”

“Oh, comeon,” said Platter. “It’snot Conrad’ s fault that Golem has this shitty green weed.”
“If it’ sshit, Platek, you don’'t have to smokeit.”

“I had somered Acapulco Gold out at my sgter’sin Cdiforniathis summer,” said Platter, hislips
thickening in emphass. “1 hadone puff and | couldn’t get out of my chair.”

“I know whereto get Gold,” said Chuckie, pushing up his glasses. “But it’ stoo expensive.”

Conrad sat back up, fegling good and high now, everything yelow, everything jellied. “How expensve?
Fora...key ?

“Y ou have money?’ Chuckie looked redlly interested.

“I'm sdlling Bulber’ s XKE for six thousand dollars. | could afford two or three thousand dollarsfor a
kilogram of Gold. I'd kind of like to turn on the whole campus, you know?’

“That soundsevil and diento me,” put in Ace. “Like Freddie Whitman. Maybe Whitman was from a
saucer, too.” Acedidn’'t redly approve of drugs, though he tended to take them whenever he got a
chance.

“What | wasthinking,” went on Conrad, “wasthat | should get akey, and roll up thousands of joints, and
then hand them out at Collection next month.” Collection was a college-wide assembly that took place on
Thursday mornings at ten. Attendance was mandatory. There was dways aperiod of silence, and then
someone would talk for an hour. *Y ou’ re big in Student Council, Platter; don’t you think you could get
me invited to speak?’

“I likeit,” said Platter. “ GrassIsa Gas, by our own Professor Bulber.”

“It could work,” said Chuckie, still thinking about the kilo of Gold. “ Just give it amore serioustitle.
Experimenta Mysticism?How long do you think you can keep up your cover, Conrad?’

“Wdl, if youguyswill .. .”

“WE |l each judt tell one person ,” suggested Ace.

“Hey,please! ”

“It'shopeless, Conrad,” said Chuckie. “Y ou know how . . .incestuous Swarthmoreis.”

“I hate that expression,” said Platter. “ Cheeksy Moon isaways saying that.”

“Who's Cheeksy Moon?" asked Conrad.

“Cheeksy Moon and Titsy Jiggle,” explained Ace. “That' swhat we cal these two new girlswho' ve been



hanging around with us. Cheeksy’ sfrom France, and Titsy isfrom Cdifornia”
“Those aretheir real names?’

“No, Conrad, those are names we made up. Their real names are Madeaine Dupont and Sissy Taylor.
They’ re sophomores. Y ou’ ve seen them.”

“Oh, yegh . . . yeah. Let’ s ask them to come over to Mr. Bulber’ s house for a big drug party!”
“On Crum Ledge?’ said Chuckieincreduloudy. “1n aprofessor' s home?’

“It'sConrad’ shouse,” said Ace. “And he' sredly Mr. Bulber anyway.”

There was aknock on the locked door.

“Oh, shit,” said Chuckie, crouching over the hookah.

The knocking quickly turned to steady pounding. “Open up, it's da cops!”

“That’s Tuskman,” Ace said, and opened the door.

“Hi! Am| intimefor dabeaer?’

|zzy wasn't going to Swarthmore this year—he was living with his girlfriend in an gpartment in the Village.
For Art. But he' d decided to hitch down for this, thefirst big fall weekend. For Beer. When Chuckie
explained that the man who looked like Mr. Bulber was redly Conrad in disguise, 1zzy ingsted that he'd
known right away.

“From daeyes. | didn't wannasay nothing.”

“WEe re going to have abig party at Mr. Bulber’ shouse tonight,” Conrad told him. “I’ ve been living there
and sdling off hisstuff.”

“I likeit,” said 1zzy. “I likeit. Tomorrow—get dis—tomorrow we' |l have ayard sale .”

Chapter 26:
Friday, September 9, 1966

Thenew girlswere beautiful. Maddaine had straight ash-blonde hair, alisping French accent, and
creamy white skin. Her face was broad—a most Tartar—and her jeans were swollen and tight. Cheeksy
Moon. Sissy had long, smooth dark hair, huge breasts, and a cute puppyish face. Shelaughed in
infectious guffaws, and sheliked to dance. Titsy Jiggle.

They were excited to attend a dope party at a professor’s house, with al the cool senior boys there as
well: Ace, Izzy, Chuckie, and Platter. Of course there were other guests, too—word spread fast on the
small Swarthmore campus. Cheeksy and Titsy brought a bunch of friends, and there were dl Conrad's
old friends, too—Ace s ex-girlfriend Mary Toledo, Southern and sexily unwashed; Bobby Glassman, the
gpeed-freak phil-major captain of Swarthmore' sfootball team; Zeiss Pappas, the worldly Greek
exchange student; Stu Mankiewicz, who spent most of histime playing pool; Betsy Bdll, with her big
smile and straight Texas nose—dozens of people, really, and everyone ready to party.

On the strength of his promised kilo, Conrad got Platter to bresk out a secret stash of Gold that he'd



gotten from hissster. Betsy Bdll rolled her own cigarettes and carried alittle sack of Bull Durham with
paper; Conrad prevailed on her to roll up al of Platter’ s dope. It made about fifteen big joints. Conrad
pocketed them, and circulated around the Bulber living room, turning people on.

It was exciting; the first Swarthmore party where dope was smoked openly. Before this, people had
awayssneaked off to get high, but now it was 1966, and it was al out in the open. By eleven, everyone
was blasted; and Conrad, stoned out of his gourd, leaned grinning against awall. The record player was
blagting the Beatles: Good Day Sunshine .

What a great song, thought Conrad. This was worth coming to Earth for. He' d been drinking beer dl
evening dong with the weed, and the room was merging into asingle bright pattern. The music spun on,
and people left him pretty much aone—no one wanted to talk to Mr. Bulber. Now the record was
Tomorrow Never Knows , one of George' sintense Indian tunes, with John’s crazed karmalyrics. The
dliptica words seemed to explain everything.

Just then, one of the younger boyswho’ d come in with Madelaine approached Conrad. “Do you have
any more marijuana, Mr. Bulber?’ The kid had a snotty edge to his voice—you could tell he didn’t think
it wastoo cool for ateacher to be acting likethis.

“Not for you,” said Conrad, feeling atwinge of sudden dope-anger. “1 don’t even know your name, and
you' retrying to bring me down. Dipshit.”

“You areredlly messed-up,” exclaimed the kid. He had symmetrical features and shoul der-length brown
hair. “Y ou had mein Physics|-lI last year, Mr. Bulber. I'm Ca Benner, remember? Y ou gave me aB,
but | should have gotten an A. Don't you think you could get in trouble smoking pot with students?’
Benner smirked at Conrad unpleasantly.

“I’'m dready in more trouble than you' d ever believe, dipshit. I’m Conrad Bunger. Why don't you get out
of here?| didn’t inviteyou.”

“You'rejust amiddle-aged guy trying to get your hands on some sophomore girls,” snapped Benner.
“It' sdckening.”

A fresh wave of dope hit Conrad’ s brain about then. He looked at the angry face in front of him. What
were they arguing about? About who he was? Fuck it.

“Hang ten,” Conrad said and stomped off to the kitchen for another beer.

Platter and Ace werein there talking to Mary Toledo and Sissy Taylor. Conrad threw his arm around
Sissy, who gave one of her goony guffaws.

“Can you teach me physics, Mr. Bulber?’
“I’'m not Mr. Bulber,” said Conrad, hoping to convince someone. “I'm Conrad Bunger.”

“Waan't that too much this summer?’” exclaimed Mary, not believing him. “1 dways knew Conrad was
weird, but when | saw himwaving that light-svordon TV .. "

“And shrinking,” putin Sissy. “I never got to meet him last year. What was he like? Did you know him,
Mr. Bulber?’

“Cdl me Charlie,” sighed Conrad, opening abeer. “Yes, | knew Bunger. Hewas avery poor student.”
“All he cared about was getting drunk and talking about the secret of life,” said Ace, smiling wickedly.



“Basicdly hewasasupid pig.”

“It' sgtrange,” chimed in Platter. “Usudly you think of dien life-formsas being really advanced. But
Conrad . . .”

“Maybe they chose a defective one to send down,” suggested Ace. “Or maybe they had to like
|obotomize him to bring him down to human level. | felt that way this summer, working at the paper
mill ...

Conrad got apint of whiskey out of Bulber’ s cupboard and took it out on the back steps. This party
was't fun; he wasn't amember of the group anymore. He' d never redlly fit in here again. Wherewas

Audrey?

Stoned and drinking on the steps there, staring out into the woods with the noise of the party washing
out, Conrad felt very londly. Time passed. Hefelt himself fading and reeled back into the kitchen. “Hey,
Weston, let’s get some more dope. Where' s Chuckie?’

The party ground on into the wee hours, and Conrad got more and more fucked-up. After awhileit
was't like he was running his body anymore; it was, rather, like he waswatching himself do things .
Teriblethings.

Finaly he passed out, and then it was daytime.

“A nightmare of madness and evil,” groaned Conrad. “How can | do thisto mysdlf, how can | pretend
there’ s anything positive about acohol and drugs? And those poor girls. . . why did | haveto act like
thet?’

“If you think I’'m going to fed sorry for you, you're crazy. That'sjust part of the payoff for you, the big
guilt-and-apology session. Y ou acted like ared pig last night, and I’ d rather not have to hear about it
today.” Acewas grinding black pepper into abig glass of beer with tomato juice. “Y ou want one of
these, Conrad?”’

“| do, but | don’t. What timeisit?’

“A little after noon. Y ou know |zzy wantsto come over and have ayard sale this afternoon? He wants to
&l al Mr. Bulber’'s clothes and books and dishes.”

“He can get fucked. | did enough for you guys last night.” Conrad looked around the ruined bachelor
guarters. Vomit on the rugs, some of the chairs broken, cans and bottles everywhere. . . “Do you think
everyone knows |I’m Conrad Bunger now? The cops are looking for me, you know, and so are the
flame-people. I’ ve got haf amind to just get in the XKE and—"

“Y ou gave the keysto Chuckie,” said Ace. “Don’'t you remember? Y ou told him to go sdll it and use the
money for dope.”

“Hecan't sl it without me there to Sign the papersover.”

“Y ou aready signed the papers. He made you do it before he’ d give you the rest of hisounce. You
wanted to impress Sissy Taylor how—"

“All right, dl right. | remember. Do you till do cross-country running, Ace?’
1] Sjre_”



“Take me on anice run down through the woods.”
“Four miles?’
“Two. Just enough to air my head out.”

Conrad put on an old pair of Mr. Bulber’ s sneakers. They locked up the house and walked down to the
dormitory so Ace could get his specia shoes. He' d been on the cross-country team hisfirst three years,
though now hejust ran for fun.

It was another sunny day, with big bright leaves beginning to drop. The path through the Crum was
smooth and sandy; Ace set anice, easy pace; and before long, Conrad started feeling good again.
Although the Bulber-body’ s joints ached a bit, it seemed to have stronger legs than the Bunger-model
had. The stupid Bulber-face had put everyone off last night, but at least Audrey il liked him. Good thing
she hadn’t been here. Aaauugh. Here he was, with who knew how much time |ft, wasting his energy on
astupid-ass party to impress some sophomore girls. He' d probably screwed up his cover, too. He was
going to haveto leave before Bulber came back from histrip—why not just leave right now?

They doped up out of the woods and onto adirt road that led among factories and warehouses. Sinceiit
was Saturday, no one was about; the junked machinery and the grest brick-and-metd buildings seemed
likerdicsof an unknown civilization. The road looped back into the Crum—water and leaves. Running
likethis, Conrad could, oddly enough, forget his body entirely. At some point the pain dways grew so
great that the brain smply put the body on automatic. The run ended with afina charge up asteep path
up to Crum Ledge and Mr. Bulber’ s house. There was atelegram sticking out of the mailbox. Audrey?

Conrad tore it open; it took aminute to grasp what it said.
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CHARLESVENN BULBERLOST IN AVALANCHE ON MONT BLANC STOPBODY UNRETRIEVABLE STOP
ADVISE DISPOSTION OF EFFECTS STOP

Just then Chuckie and Izzy pulled up in Chuckie scar. “Hey, Conrad,” ydled |zzy. “ Ready for dayard
de?

“Where' smy XKE, Chuckie?’

“I...soldit. Turned out the guy wouldn't pay six thou after dl. | could only get three-five. But we' ve
been into Philly, and | got your kilo. It'sin this shopping bag with your change. Y ou get eighteen hundred
back.”

“No,” said Conrad waving his hand weakly. “Wait.” He couldn’t catch his bregath. If Bulber was never
coming back at al, and al the mail was going through this address.. . . then there was no reason that
Conrad couldn’t just move into the Bulber rolepermanently hereand . . .

“Unlock dadoor, Conrad,” yelled Tuskman, tugging at the knob asif to tear it off. “1 been puttin’ up
sgnsand | wantaget al the furniture out before—"

“Goddamn you,” husked Conrad, asloud as he could manage. “ Shut the fuck up! And don’t call me
Conrad anymore. I’'m Charles Bulber, you hear me; I'm Professor Charles Bulber, and | want you off

my goddamn fucking property!”
“Dat’snoway for aprofessah to talk,” chided 1zzy.



“Cool it,” said Ace, who'd just finished reading the telegram for himself. “Conrad just got some weird
news.”

Suddenly it wastoo much for Conrad, dl the tenson and confusion and bad vibes. A shaking traveled up
from his knees and into his somach, and then he waslying on the ground sobbing—or pretending to
sob—into the crook of hisarm.

After awhile, Chuckie and 1zzy left, and Ace helped Conrad into the house. He fixed them a couple of
beer-with-tomato-juices while Conrad rolled ajay. Ace had thought to get the shopping bag from
Chuckie. Soon Conrad’ s spiritsrose.

“Actudly—it’ sagift from God, Ace. With Bulber dead, | could movein here for good—nhell, | could
pick up enough physics by next year—and then | could marry Audrey, and have kids with her, and be
safe from the cops and saucersforever. But | had to fuck it up before | even started. Last night | told
about ten people | wasn't redly Bulber; | wastrying to impressthosegirlsand . . .”

“Don’'t worry, Conrad, | covered for you.”
“What do you mean?’

“I told everyone | was Conrad Bunger, too. And so did Izzy and Chuckie and Platter—that’ s going to be
like the big campusjokethisweek: ‘ I’'mreally Conrad Bunger.” Y ou know: ‘Bird lives’ * James Dean
isdisfigured and in hiding!” All those peoplelast night thought you were just aslly middle-aged guy
pathetically imitating us students. ‘1 am Conrad Bunger,’ indeed. Have you looked in amirror lately, Dr.
Bulber?’

1] Oh, Ace.”

“I' know, you don’t deserve afriend like me. What are you going to do with dl this Acapulco Gold?’ The
bagful of mixed money and marijuana had spilled out onto the kitchen floor. Big hills, big buds, gold and
green.

“I"'m sure as hell not going to hand it out at Collection. | mean, then I’ d have to change my face again,
and who knowsif | could find another niche as perfect asthis. I'll stay away from the students, and start
learning science. | really aways wanted to be aphysicist anyway. | guess 'l freeze the dope. Or why
don't | divideitin five, and each of ustakes one section, and in return you guysredly redly forget about
thiswholething.”

“It might work. But why don’t you want to go back to the saucer, Conrad? Isn't it fun out there?’

“I'... I really don’t know. | don’t remember that much about it. Y ou know the story. They set me down
here when | was ten, with fake memories, and it dl came out more or lessby accident. | only really saw
another flame-person once. . . that was the one who tried to get mein the graveyard. He seemed OK;
when we touched it wasliketalking. But | could pick up ared feding of envy off him. Lifeon Earthisa
lot more interesting than being an energy-pattern in aflying saucer. I'm kind of in apogtion likea
conscripted sailor who jumps ship to live on atropical idand. Or like aspy who defects and beginsto
believein hiscover.”

“But what about back on the homeworld? Maybe it sred nicethere. Do you know whereitis?’

“No. | don’t even know whatkind of world it is. Y our guessisas good asmine.” Conrad was moving
around the kitchen now, straightening up. “I’ll tell you why | want to stay here. It ssmple. | want to Stay
on Earth because I’min love with Audrey Hayes. That' s the secret of life, man. Love. | want to live out a



norma human life here; | want to live anicelong lifewith Audrey. Maybe she' Il marry me and moveinto
thishousal”

Someone was knocking at the door. It was Platter, bearded and grinning. He looked like a stoned yak.
Conrad ushered himin. “Ron, I'm going to do better than repay you for that weed from last night. I'm
going to give you awhole one-fifth of my kilo.”

“Far-out! And | thought you were going to hand it al out at Collection.”

“No, no,” said Conrad quickly. “I’ ve decided to go for the long haul. Low-profile. | don’t need to talk to
Collectionat al.”

“But listen! | wasjust at the Student Council meeting. After that big party last night, everyone wantsyou
to speak. We scheduled you for September 22, and the college dready approved it! Y ou can talk on the
Secret of lifel”

Chapter 27.
Sunday, September 18, 1966

Conrad kept to himseif for the next week and a half. Giving a speech on the secret of life was something
he’ d dways wanted to do—and he hoped to be ready for it. Dee’'s smple summation, “All isOne,”
seemed like the core of it, but the problem was that sometimesthe phrasewas. . . just empty words.

“All isOne,” Conrad would repest to himself, jogging aong the route that Ace had showed him through
the Crum. Sometimesit would click, and sometimesit wouldn't.

Odd things kept happening at Mr. Bulber’ s house. Sometimes Conrad would come back, and it would
look asif someone had been there, moving things around. Paranoiaor truth? Other days, there d bea
car with strangers parked across the street. Scary, but what could he do? Nothing except hope that,
when the heavy shit came down, he' d have another power up his deeve. Meanwhile, Conrad kept on
thinking, thinking about the secret of life.

He got alot of books out of the Swarthmore library: Eingtein’s essays, Wittgenstein’ sTractatus , good
oldNausea , and Kerouac and Suzuki and Eddington and Daumd. There was till so much to learn. He'd
reglly wasted histhree years here so fa—he didn’t know much of anything, and the books were hard to
understand. They were just marks on paper. Most days, hungry for reality, he' d wander off into the
Crum woods.

He' d go down the hill behind Bulber’s, say, and smoke ajoint and sit there, staring at bugs on arock.
The bugswere dive, people were dive, the flamerswere dive—butwhat was it all for? When hewas
high enough, he thought he knew; he' d have that fine merged fedling he’ d had that day with Dee, and
everything would fit together.

Another day—it was Sunday the eighteenth—Conrad sat al afternoon gazing at Crum Creek . . .
wondering at the way agiven bulgein the water could aways be there, yet dways be made up of
different molecules of water. The bulge was adefinite form, anobject , yet it was utterly insubstantial.
There was no molecule you could point to and say, “ Thisisan essentid part of thebulge” On alonger
time-scale, Conrad mused, human bodies were just as insubstantiad—eat and shit, cough and
breathe—the atoms come and go. But hisflame-gtick . . . what wasit made of ?

Focusing inward, Conrad could sort of fed therod of light running down his spine. The flamewas



something other than ordinary matter, or it wouldn't fit insde hisflesh so easly. Plasma, ether,
hypermatter? Try as he might, Conrad couldn’t pull it out ashe had inthe Z.T. graveyard. He needed the
crysta to get the flame out; the crystal was an essentid part of him. Crystal and flame, projector and
image, body and mind, log and fire. That wasone direction; what was the other? What did the flame do
for the crystd?

Thinking hard, Conrad got an image of hisflame-stick asakind of recording device . Hishuman
thoughts and impressions were constantly being coded up as patternsin the flame, coded, perhaps, as
tiny knotted plasma-vortices. The crystd could hold atransmitter, atransmitter designed so that
whenever Conrad touched it, his memory patterns would be read off and beamed up to the saucer for
the flamersto enjoy. Conrad recalled reading that mystics sometimes speak of humansas“God' s eyes.”
Perhapsthiswasliterdly true. Perhaps he himsdf was nothing more than an dien movie camera

When Conrad got back to Mr. Bulber’ sthat evening, he found that al his preliminary notesfor his
gpeech had been stolen. The FBI was onto him for sure. He picked up the phone and listened. It gave off
atinny echo. Bugged? He' d resisted using the phone so far. But, hell, if the feds were onto him so bad
they were going through his papers, then what difference did anything make anymore? He decided to go
ahead and call up his parents. They’ d be worried about him. His father answered.

“Hdlo?
“Dad? Thisis Conrad.”
“I don’t know who you are, but | wish you' d leave us done. WEe ve been through enough.”

“No, Dad, it redly is Conrad. I’ ve been hiding out. Remember how you used to liein the wading pool
and call me Sausage?’

“It' s Sausagel” old Caldwell called to hiswife. “Pick up the extenson, Lucy!”
“Conrad?’ came his mother’ svoice then. “Isit redly you? Where are you?’
“| better not say. I’'m OK, though. I’'min disguise”

“Isdl this busness about the flying saucerstrue?’

“I think itis. | think they sent me down hereto find out what people are like. But I’ m scared that the
police are going to kill me.”

“Why can't you turn yourself in peacefully?” asked his mother.

“Don’t dothat,” put in Conrad’ sfather. “1 think they really might kill you. They’ve been by herea
lot—the FBI and the Secret Service. Those fellows mean business.”

“I'm il your son anyway,” blurted Conrad.
“Weknow that,” said hismoather. “And we till loveyou.”

“I think my phoneistapped, Conrad,” said hisfather. “ So we better keep it short. Isthere anything | can
do for you?’

“Onething, Dad. What' sthe secret of life? What doesit all mean? What are we here for?’

Therewas momentary silence. Crackles on the phoneline. “ Damned if | know,” hisfather said finaly.
“Nobody knows. It'sjust . . . Here we are, and we have to take care of each other the best we can.”



Pause. “ Does there have to be areason?’

“Thanks, Dad.” Again thefleeting fedling of underganding it dl. “Thanksalot. | guess| better hang up

“Take care, Conrad,” said his mother. “Please try and find some way to straighten dl thisout.”
Conrad phoned Audrey next.

“Hi, Audrey.”

“Conrad! You findly decided it was safeto call?’

“| decided it didn’t matter. Either they’re onto me or they aren’t. Thisisn't going to change anything. |
was going to write you another |etter, but | needed to hear your voice.”

“Wéll, heré smy voice,” said Audrey galy, and sang anote. “LOOO0O!”

“Very pretty. Areyou going to come down for my speech?’

“Of course, Dr. Bulber. What isthe secret of life?’

Conrad sighed. “I had some notes, but somebody snuck in and stole them. | bet it was the cops.”
“Unlessyou lost them. Did you get stoned today?’

“No. But I had alot of good ideas anyway.”

“Wall, you see, Conrad? Now just keep thinking, and I’ m sure your speech will be wonderful. | can't
wait to seeyou.”

“Metoo. Will you stay the whole weekend?’
“Maybe”

“I loveyou, Audrey.”

“I loveyou, too.”

As Thursday drew closer, Conrad wrote more and more. He got a notebook and carried it with him
everywhere. If only he could break through and find the truth! On the one hand, he didn’t want to
jeopardize his seemingly solid position as tenured physics prof. Maybe, just maybe, despitedl his
worries, the police redlyweren’t onto him. Maybe heredly had just |ost those earlier notes, maybe he
was only being paranoid. But no matter what, he wanted his speech to say something meaningful. Things
looked calm now, but who could tell when the end would come? He' d come here to learn from people;
surdly he could give them something back.

But what, after dl,was the secret of life? Drink, and weed, and love, and life, and running, and talk, and
water, and air—there wasn’t any secret when you got down to it. Like hisfather had said, “ Doesthere
have to be areason?’ Thiswas correct, when hisfather said it. But said in a certain other way, it was
wrong.

Tosay, “Thereisno secret of life,” in that certain other way means something like, “ Get back to work,
and watch TV, and believe everything the man tells you, and use vagina deodorant soray—thisisall you
get—go to church and cough up some money, it'sal bullshit, use women like objects (snigger), don’t



read—stop looking for more—métter is everything, there’ sno soul, there' sno God up there, there' sjust
amean old man keeping lists like Santa Claus, death ishorrible, buy lots of thingsto forget about death,
commit brutal sex-murders, go to war, build bombs, rape the Earth, try to kill everything with you when
you die—only your body matters—winning is everything, don’t let people push you around, don't listen
to others, friends are to get things from—get your head out of the clouds—art’ sawaste of time, s0 is
philosophy, science will soon solve dl mysteries, art iswhat theyused to have, no room for art in today’s
modern age, technology isthe thing, science isfor making more goods, goodsto help ustry and buy off
degth alittle longer, medicineisthe only science thatreally counts, how much isthat in dollars—follow
the rules—innovation istoo risky, don’t step out of line, what if everyone did that, shape up or ship out,
you'reinthearmy now . . .”

Easy to say what the Secretisn’t but whatisit? It'snot a Secret at dl, isthe main thing, and it’ s not
anything occult or unusud. It' severywhere dl thetime, like an ether-wind blowing through our mindsand
bodies, it's God, it's Smple existence,can’t you see it? No word can really capture the Secret,
practicaly any phrasewill do. All isOne All isOne, ALL ISONE . Onewhat?Oneof ... uh...
those...uh...ITisn'tlikeanything ese, and IT slike everything else, because I T iseverything, IT's
the underside of everything—Iike a papier-méché topographica map that you turn over, and underneeth
IT’sall brown paper. There' re no gods and devils down there, no spells and spirits, there' sjust . . .
oh...clearlight , man, light so bright it' sdark . Loveisakind of merging, loveishumanity’s concrete
symbol for the Secret, two into one, holding nothing back, together at last, tear down thewadlsand let it
flow. It'sal in forgetting your individudity, forgetting you' redive so that I'T can remember ITsHf. The
Secret. Some Secret. Dear God.

Onthelast couple of days, Conrad scribbled page after page of stuff like that—haoping somehow that the
intengity of hislonging could bring the secret out into print. He wrote in the house, he wrote in the woods,
he expanded and condensed. Finally he had something typed up; he couldn’t tell anymoreif it made
sense or not. And then it was Thursday.

Chapter 28:
Thursday, September 22, 1966

“Y ou should just get high, Conrad, and let the marijuanado thetalking.” Platter and Ace and Conrad
were walking up from Bulber’ s house to Clothier Hall, the big gray stone building where Collection was
about to take place. Platter was stoned—he' d been stoned since last Saturday—Dbut the other two
weren't.

“Thisistoo seriousfor that,” said Ace. “I got afeding.”

“Metoo,” said Conrad. “I’m scared shitless. Y ou guys sit with Audrey, OK?” Audrey had come down
last night so she' d be here for Conrad’ s big speech on the secret of life. *In case something happens.
She'll bein the front row. She went there early to save places.”

Conrad said goodbye to histwo friends outside of Clothier. It was abright, windy fal day, but the great
gray building seemed gloomy as a church or prison. Ace and Platter went in the rear entrance to get their
names checked off the attendance list, and Conrad went on down to the stage-door entrance at the front.
Dean Potts was right ingde the door, waiting.

“Charlie!” said Dean Potts. “You'reright ontime.” Pottswas atdl, dough-faced guy—one of these
low-empathy American men who never redly gets past being aboy scout. Mr. Bulber had been
somewhat the same type, so it stood to reason he and Potts would be friends.



“I"'m surprised the kids wanted me to speak,” said Conrad tentatively.

“That's’ cause you' ve been throwing those wild parties, Charlie! The President was alittle worried what
might happen today, but | told him there’ d be no problem.l know the real Charles Bulber ,iswhat |
told him; am | right?’

Was that mockery on Potts s face? Conrad thanked God he wasn't stoned, thanked God he' d typed
some kind of speech out in advance. Thiswas going to be tough. If only he' d had more time!

Potts led Conrad out onto the stage, and they took their seats aong with the rest of the faculty and staff.
The format wasthat al the students sat down in the auditorium, and the grown-ups sat up on the stage,
facing the students. And then the speaker would stand up in front of the grown-ups, facing the students,
and talk. Right before the talk, with everyone till sitting down, they always had aminute or two of
slence, alegacy of Swarthmore' s Quaker beginnings.

The students seemed unruly today, messy and buzzing—they’ d dl heard of Mr. Bulber’ s pot party two
weeks ago, and they were expecting something bizarre. Settling into his wooden seet, Conrad noticed a
small figure darting up and down the Clothier aide. . . Tuskman , oh, Chrigt, 1zzy Tuskmanwith a
stocking over hishead, tossing out handfuls of joints asfast as hisarms and legs could move. Onething
about 1zzy, he never gave up. When Conrad had given him his one-fifth kilo, he' d explained to 1zzy that
the handing out of reeferswas definitely canceled, but . . . did I1zzy care? No. He had it dl figured
out—that he’ d wear a disguise and take off before anyone could—

BAM! That was |1zzy damming the rear door of Clothier. Outside you could hear acar peding out.Da
get-away cah.

Conrad buried hisface in his hands and tried to merge into the One. The meditation period had
started—oh, it was peaceful here, in this empty time—two minutesis as closetoforever as seventy years
is, if you look at it the right way, the old finite/infinite distinction . . .

In the vadt, thoughty silence you could hear matches scratching here and there—people were lighting up.
Conrad peeked out between hisfingers—yes, there were plumes of smoke everywhere, afaint blue haze
percolating up from the crowd. How was he going to convince the President that thiswasn't hisfault?
Especidly sinceitwas. . .

ARHMMM. Dean Potts at the mike, the two minutes were over. “Today’ s speaker needs no introduction.
| giveyou Charlie Bulber.”

The space between his chair and the lectern seemed so far. Taking the first step, Conrad flashed on his
old high-school rap about the urinals, how it seemed you can never cross aroom, but you aways do:
“We regoingtodie, Jm, can you believe tha? It sredlly going to stop someday, al of it, and you're
dead then, you know?’ Right here, right now, desth was very close. Thiswas atrap. Something about
Potts sface. Conrad could fed it. And inside himself, he could fed anew power begin to grow.

Now he was at the lectern. A rifle barked. Without even thinking about it, Conrad stepped outside of
time.

It was like being in awaxworks—all the students frozen with expectant smiles; the plumes of smokelike
cracksinice; and there, hovering just behind Conrad’ s head, the bullet.

He peered up past the bullet and into the scaffolding over the stage. Perched there were two menin
black—government agents. They’ d been onto him al along. No doubt they’ d found him in the first place
by tailing Audrey; they’ d probably opened her mail. Conrad winced to imagine copsreading the silly



drunken first letter he’ d written her from Bulber’s.1 do want to do some kind of trip on the straights’
heads here. ..

Thiswasdl asetup. The cable from Paris: afake, to keep Conrad around. The college swillingnessto
let him make this speech: alure, to get himinto the pigs’ gunsights. All asetup, but it hadn’t worked.
Fourth Chinese Brother.

Conrad could fed that his body had gone back to its old shape—his hair was long again; hisjoints more
flexible. It felt good. Getting out of the Mr. Bulber shape was like getting out of an uncomfortable Sunday
suit. His shape-changing power was gone, but now he had anew power: the ability to step outside of
time

He crumpled up his confused, rambling speech about the secret of life and tossed it aside. It hung therein
theair, just where helet it go. Time had stopped for everything except Conrad and what he touched.
Somehow his persona time-axis had turned perpendicular to the world’ stime. Hewas ill in our
universe' s space, yet histime had twigged off into anew direction.

Conrad wondered if he should do something to dough-faced Potts, Sitting back there with hisfinger
raised in silent signal to the snipers. Give him the speech, maybe. Y eah. Conrad pried Potts' s mouth
open and stuffed his wadded speech insde.Chew on that, man. Do you some good. Potts twitched
momentarily into life at Conrad' stouch, just long enough to gag and glare, but then, as Conrad shied
away from him, he returned to sony immokility.

Conrad hopped down from the stage and went over to Audrey, sitting there in the front row between
Ace and Platter. A smile still broadened her full mouth, and her hands were held up in applause. He took
her by the shoulders and kissed her.

“Huh?’ Audrey jerked in surprise. For her it was asif Conrad had flown over ingtantaneoudy. “ Conrad?
Y ou changed back! But . . . why’sit so quiet?’

Conrad made sure to keep hishand on her, towing her dong in his atered timestream. “1t' s my fourth
power. | changed the direction of my time. It salittlelikeI’m moving infinitely fast. Aslong as| touch
you, you' Il move dong with me. They were going to shoot me up there. | jumped out of time just before
thefirg bullet hit me.”

Audrey got to her feet and looked around. It was an unsettling sight: row after row of faces caught in
random flash-bulb expressons. The overdl feding was of being in front of agreet, cresting wave about to
break. “It’s creepy, Conrad. Let’ s get out of here.”

Hand-in-hand they walked out of Clothier. Red-and-yellow maple leaves hung suspended inthe air. A
garling that had just taken wing hovered three feet off the ground. Frozen in timelikethis, the bird' s body
looked strange—like athree-dimensiona Chinese ideogram. High overhead, ajet’ s contrails marked the

Ky.

“They tried to shoot you?’

“Yeah. The bullet’ s till hanging in the air back there.”
“What would have happened if the bullet had hit you?’

“My body would be dead, and maybe the rest of me, too. There' sthat stick of light in me, but I'm not
sureit can live on its own without that crystal | told you about. | was so scared the flamers would home
inon meagainthat | left the crystal a Skelton's. | shouldn’t have donethat.” Staring at the sarling's



ragged feathers, Conrad tried once again to understand death. Nothing. In the sudden contrast, Audrey’s
face seemed unbearably sweet. They hugged and kissed.

“Look,” sad Audrey, disentangling hersdlf. “ Shouldn’t we get going? How long isthisgoing to last?’

“When | shift back into normal time, it’s probably going to be at the sameingtant | left. So thisisn't going
tolagt any time at dl. 1’ san intermission between two redls of the movie. Maybe I'll decideto bea
martyr and go stand by that bullet and step back into red time. Do you think | should do that, Audrey?’

“Don’'t becrazy. | can't believe they’ d want to kill you anyway. All you ever did wrong was bresk into
that farmhouse. Y ou’ ve been here on Earth ten years and never hurt anyone.”

“It'skind of weird, isn't it? The government has gotten so paranoid recently. | guessthey figured that
with al my powersthere was no way to capture me dive.”

“They wereright about that,” said Audrey, smiling. “Y ou still didn’t answer my question, though. How
longfor you isthetime-stop going to last?’

“All my other powers dways lasted till | knew that everyone had found out about them. When | saw our
picturein the paper in Paris, | couldn’t fly anymore. . . remember? And then when Skelton’ sfilm of me
wason TV, | couldn’t shrink. Just now, with those guys shooting a me, | could tell they knew I'd
changed my face, so | got my old Conrad-face back. But now, outside of timelikethis, it doesn’'t seem
likethey’ll ever know at dl. Thiscould last for along time, Audrey. And for dl that time, nothing will
move or change except the thingsthat | touch.”

“Likeme. Sesping Beatty.”

“And the ar we're breathing.”

“| wonder if acar would run if you touched it.”
“What for?’

“WEe ve got to dosomething , Conrad. We can’t just vegetate.” She tugged at him, and they started
walking down the long campus lawn toward the Stret.

“Uh...” Conrad was having trouble getting motivated. He' d tried to figure out the secret of lifefor the
gpeech, and basicaly he' d failed. Lifewaslife. The feds had amost killed him for trying to explainit. And
now here he and Audrey were, together again for the first time in weeks, moving around in the center of
an endless dtillness. It waslike they were the flickering thoughts of somevadt, universa jelyfish. Without
time, it wasn't quite redl, but how pretty the leaves and sky! Life could end any time, and he fill didn’t
know what it was all about. “Isthere arush? We' ve got al thetimein theworld.”

“Wall, | don’'t know, Conrad.”
“Why don’t we go to Bulber’ s house and make love?’

Audrey twisted coyly away and briefly frozetill Conrad put his hand back on her. She seemed not to
notice the hiatus. “ But the flame-people,” she protested. “ Aren’'t they going to come after you? If you can
move out of human time, then they can, too.”

“Oh, Audrey, | don’t know. Maybe I’ d be glad to see them. Maybe they could fix it al. | want al this
sciencefictionto be over. I'mtired of trying to be cool, or agenius. | just want to live aregular life with
you. Get married, go to grad school, learn stuff, have kids, get old. Isthat so much to ask?’



Audrey put her arm around Conrad’ swaist and squeezed. “Actudly . . . we could fuck right here on the
lawvn. No one can see us. Let’sdo it right there, by the tree where we first kissed!”

So they did.

And then they went down to the little street of shops at the edge of the campus and filled up a shopping
bag with food. It was dreamy, dreamy in the food store and on the sidewalks—everyone still and silent.

“It'snicelikethis, isn'tit, Conrad? Just you and me, and everyone else adeep.”
“Yes. It'snice now, but | also know we re going to get tired of living in a cardboard world.”
“So what should we do?’

“Let’'sdriveto Louisville and get the crystd from Skdton's. I’ll hold it, and then the flame-people will
findmeagan.”

“And then?’

“Oh, shit, let’ sjust enjoy thiswhilewe redoing it.” The street wasfilled with cars, frozen carswith frozen
drivers. “Do you like that Mustang, Audrey?’

“Neat! A convertible! | bet you can makeit run.”

“Just wait here a second with our food.” Conrad stepped back from Audrey, and she stood motionless
on the sdewak. He went over to the Mustang and gave the car atentative pat. At Conrad’ svivifying
touch, the car gave abrief jerk forward. So Audrey was right—Conrad could pull machinesaswell as
people into histimestream. Careful to touch the car aslittle as possible, Conrad reached in past the driver
to yank on the emergency brake and turn off the ignition. Then he vaulted over the passenger Sdeto sit
next to the driver, afellow student named Bud Ctis. The fully wakened car skidded to a stop, with
Conrad reaching over to steer it straight.

“Bunger!” shouted Otis. “Wherethe hell did you—"

Conrad jumped back out and Otis seemed to freeze again. Conrad went around to the driver’ s side,
opened the door, and grabbed Otis. Under the influence of Conrad’ s magic touch, Otis flipped back into
Conrad’ stime, protesting loudly. Moving quickly, Conrad hustled him over to the roadside, and let him
turn back into stone. Then he went and got Audrey.

Audrey kept her hand on Conrad' s shoulder while he restarted the Mustang. It fired up fine, and he
drove out toward the main highway, weaving around all the stopped cars.

“Look at that,” exclamed Audrey, suddenly. “Soldiers!”

Conrad and Audrey were ablock past the campus, and there, lined up in aresidential street, were
hundreds of soldiers, armed to the teeth. They had tanks and bazookas, machine guns and armored cars.
A fleet of helicopters hovered over the treetops, frozen en route to Clothier. High overhead, you could
make out the black, triangular slhouettes of fighter planes.

“Wow,” said Conrad. “ They wereredly planning to cream meif those bulletsdidn’t work. | bet there's
soldiers on the other side of campus, too.”

“And in the Crum! Aren't they going to be surprised when their time startsup. You and I'll have
disappeared!”



“I just hope their time doesn't start up any time soon,” said Conrad, driving alittle faster.

Soon they were out on the main highway and could breethe alittle easier. They began picnicking on the
groceriesthey’ d taken. Bread, salami, fruit, and cheese.

“What happened to your speech, anyway, Conrad?’

“I stuffed it in Dean Potts smouth. That’ swhat it was written for, redly.”

Chapter 29:
“Thursday, September 22, 1966”

Normal ly, the driveto Louisville would have taken aday and ahdf. But with the world stime effectively
stopped, the road was often jammed by motionless carsin every lane, so that Conrad frequently had to
pull onto the shoulder to get around the photo-finish speedsters. The tunnels on the Pennsylvania
Turnpike were particularly tough. Some cars smply had to be pat-patted out of the way. Two or three
times, Audrey and Conrad walked into amotel, took akey to an empty room, and got some deep. With
al this, thetrip took something like four days.

Of course, redly, there was no telling justhow long it took. Neither Conrad nor Audrey was wearing a
watch, and the sun, stuck in the old timestream, forever hung there in its near-noon, September 22,

position.

They raninto arainstorm west of Fittsburgh, which wasinteresting. Each raindrop that hit their car would
jointher timestream and dide down to the road. Looking back, they could see a carved-out tunnel
through therain. It wasinteresting, but Conrad couldn’t figure out how to put up the convertible roof, and

they were getting wet. So they stopped at a Howard Johnson's, took the keys from the hand of aman
about to unlock his Corvette, and proceeded in even better style.

The ease of taking the man’s keys gave Conrad the notion of robbing abank, but Audrey talked him out
of it. Thetrip was dragging on longer than they’ d imagined, and it was all getting kind of spooky. It was
onthelast leg—from Cincinnati to Louisville—that itreally started to get strange.

They were weaving aong from lane to lane—every now and then skidding out onto the shoulder. Conrad
was driving, and Audrey was staring out the open car window.

“Isit dways so hazy in Kentucky?” Audrey asked.

“Hazy ...” Conrad redized he' d been squinting for the last couple of hours. Things were getting harder
and harder to see. It waslike wearing the wrong pair of glasses.

“And look at the sun, Conrad, it’sgotten dl fuzzy!”

Indeed the sun was fuzzy, and the landscape hazy. The gresat tapestry of past redlity was beginning to
fade.

“That’ snot normal, isit, Conrad?’

“Normal! None of thisisnormd.” Hetried to drive alittle faster. Passacar in hislane, dodge atruck in
the other lane, skid around asolid block of three cars either way.

“WEe re getting too far away from the main timestream, Conrad! That’ swhy the world is getting so vague.



It' sout of focud”

It got worse and worse—soon nothing was clear beyond afifty-yard radius around the Corvette. It was
like driving through thick fog—with the difference that the fog wasbright , not dark.

“I"m scared, Conrad.”

“Maybe | should let you go. | could put you out by the roadside, and you' d leave my timestream. Y ou’ d
be out there with dl the regular people.”

“But it'syou | want, Conrad.”

“Wdll, hang on then, Audrey. Once | get that crystal we' |l see the flamers, and maybethey’ Il help me

Fortunately, Conrad remembered Louisville sroadswell, and they were able to find their way to
Skelton's. They pulled up his driveway, and the sun-hazed farmhouse reared up beforethem likea
haystack by Monet. Hand in hand, they Ieft the now-shimmering car and mounted Skelton's steps. At the
touch of Conrad’ sfeet, the steps grew satisfyingly solid.

They found Skelton on hisback porch, poised over atrout fly in avise. He was busy wrapping it with
yedlow thread. Like everything € se now, Skelton had the gauzy outlines of an Impressionist painting.
Conrad laid his hand on the old man’ s shoulder. It took him amoment to get fully solid, and then he
looked up.

“Conrad! How' d you snesk in like that, boy?’

“I’'moutsde of normd time. | just pulled you into my timestream. This here’ s Audrey Hayes, who I’'m
engaged to. Audrey, thisisMr. Skelton.”

“Pleased to meet you, Audrey. Engaged to the saucer-alien, hey? Well, | suppose he can havekidslike
anyonedse”

“Thisisthefirg timel’ ve heard we re engaged,” said Audrey, smiling. “Conrad and | came hereto seeif
you dill had thet crystd.”

“That crysta!” exclaimed Skelton. “If you only knew, Conrad, how the feds have been pestering me. Of
course | never even alowed ashow | had it back, but theywould keep poking around. Yes, Sir. I’ ve got
that crystal hid, and I’ ve got it hid good.”

“Wdl, can | haveit?’

“Yes...if youlet mewatch you useit. Y ou know how much it would tickle me to see another saucer,
Conrad, and—"

“No problem. And the sooner, the better. Y ou notice how hazy everything is getting, Mr. Skelton? If my
timestream getstoo far off of the old redlity, there’ sno telling where we' Il end up. | want to get that
crysta and call the flame-peoplefor help.”

“Okey-doke. The crystal’ s hid out in the smokehouse. | wedged her on into one of my country hams. It
was my rolling the hamsin rock salt that gave me theidea. It seemed fitting, what with you being made of
pigmeet and dl in thefirgt place, Conrad.”

“ Pigmeat?” exclamed Audrey.



“Didn’'t tell you that did he, hey?’ chuckled Skelton. “Y ep, that’s how Conrad got here. He was a stick
of light attached to that crystal. When his saucer landed, he flew on out, stabbed hislight into my prize
hog Chester, doctored that pigmeat into human form, and walked off to join the Bungers. March 22,
1956. | saw thelights, but al | found wasthe crystdl. Herewe are.”

The three of them stepped into Skelton’s old stone smokehouse. Conrad kept one hand on each of his
companions, pulling them aong in histimestiream. The smokehouse had the good familiar smdll of fat and
hickory. Skelton fumbled a one of the hamstill he got it off its hook.

“Let’sgo outsde where there' ssomelight.”

They went out and sat down on the grass. The ham wasin the middle, and the three people sat around it.
The haziness had gotten so great now that everything outside of asmall circle around them was gone. No
house, no smokehouse, no sun, and no sky. Just raw color, lively specks of scintillating brightness.

Skelton felt around under the ham’s outer hide for what seemed quite along time. Finaly he drew out the
crystd, shiny and glistening with fat. It was consderably smaller than the last time Conrad had seenit.

“Here, Conrad. You haldit, and I'll keep my hand on you.”

The crysta tingled in Conrad' s palm. Where earlier it had been big as a matchbox, now it was no larger
than a sugar cube. Even 0, it nestled into the curves of his pam in the sametight way it had done back in
the Zachary Taylor cemetery.

“Thismay take afew minutes,” said Conrad. “Let’ sjust St tight.” He closed his eyes and concentrated.
He could fed hismemory pattern flowing down through the crystal and into the subether transmission
channdl.

“Now,why did you say theworld' s so blurred?’ Skelton asked Audrey. “1 had acousin who had
glaucoma—the way hetold it, glaucomamakes thingslook something like this.What did you say wasthe
reason?’

“It’ s because we re on another timestream,” said Audrey. “We re moving farther and farther away from
the old world. Like taking awrong fork in the road.”

The crystal was hot in Conrad’ s hand; and his earswerefilled with buzzing. Closer. Closer.

Mr. Skelton was getting nervous and impatient. “1 sure don’t like having the real world drift away from us
likethis. If that saucer doesn’t show up soon, I'vegot amindto. . .”

Z777ZUUUUUHHHUUUUUSSSs.

Five bright red lights solidified out of the bright haze, coming into focus asthey approached. It wasa
square-based pyramid, two or three meters on aside. Still buzzing, it hovered closer, then touched down
on the grass next to Conrad and the two humans.

For amoment the vehicle sat there like alarge tent, and then one of its faces split open. Out came astick
of light with agleaming paralelepiped crysta a one end. Remembering the fight in the graveyard, Conrad
tensed himself for battle. Heraised his own crystal up to the nape of his neck and got ready to unshesathe
hisstick of light.

But ingtead of attacking, the creature did its flame into the big country ham that lay insde the circle of
Conrad, Skelton, and Audrey. The flame-person’s crystal stayed outside the ham, stuck to its narrow
end. Thewrinklesin the ham’s skin formed themsalvesinto afacdike pattern, and small feet ssemed to



stick out from thejoint’ swide end. Now the leg of pork got up and made alittle bow to Conrad. Conrad
returned the bow, not knowing whether to be frightened or amused.

“Hdlo,” said the ham. “| see you are on your fourth power. We weren't sure you’ d be ableto takeit this
far.” 1t pokein aprecise, hammy tenor.

“Where syour-al’shome star?’ demanded Mr. Skelton.

“We don't have one,” said the ham. “We aren’t materia beings. The whole stars-and-planets concept is
relative to the materid condition. | think there's ahuman science called quantum mechanics that could
express where we come from. Hilbert space? The problem isthat none of us knows quantum
mechanics” The ham laughed sharply. “ That’ s one of the things Conrad was supposed to find out about
whilelooking for the ‘ secret of life” ” The ham laughed again, not quite pleasantly. “I must say, Conrad,
some of your information isvauable, but on thewhole—"

“Wadll, he sonly just sarting,” said Audrey protectively. “I’ m sure that sooner or later Conrad can learn
everything on Earth that you flame-people want to know.”

“You're Audrey,” said the ham knowingly. “ Conrad’ s girlfriend. Of course you stick up for him.”
“How do you know about me?’

“Seethat crysta Conrad’ sholding?’ asked the ham. “Besides being a power source, it'samemory
transmitter. Every time Conrad touchesiit, we get copies of dl his prior memories. Y ou're Audrey Hayes,
and Conrad isin love with you.” The ham paused, bobbing in thought. “Love. Most interesting. It' s been
amess from the start, but in some waysthisis one of the most interesting investigationswe ve done. It's
just ashame that—"

“lan’t there some way we can undo it?” asked Conrad. “| know I’ ve screwed up—all the humans have
heard of us now, and they’ re hunting for me. But isn’t there some last power | could useto undo it?’

“ ‘Fifth Chinese brother,” you call it?” The ham smiled. “It' s no accident that you thought of that story.
Y es, you could be the *fifth Chinese brother,” Conrad. And you could, in asense, live happily ever after.
But...”

“But whet?’

“It might deplete your energy too much. Y ou see how smadll your crystal has gotten. It sthe energy
source that keeps your flame going, you know. One more wish and there |l be next to nothing left. No
crystd, and your light will stop burning. It could turn into akind of death sentence for you: live your
seventy-odd years on some version of Earth, and then that’ sit. If you come with me now, we can
replenish your crystal and you' |l be sure of getting away. There splenty of other ‘planets to investigate,
you know.”

Conrad squeezed Audrey’ s hand. “| want to stay. | want to be a person, and | want to keep looking for
the secret of life”

“Weknew you' d say that,” said the ham. “That’swhy we picked you in thefirst place. But | had to ask.”
Pompoudly the ham bowed once again and laid itself back on the ground. The wrinkled fegtures began to
fade.

“Wait,” cried Conrad. “What do | do? How do | make the humans stop hunting me? What is the fifth
Chinese brother?’



“Y ou know where you want to be,” said the ham, its voice muffled and indistinct. “ Just go therel”

Then the light-sword did back out of the mesat. The flame-person waved at them in alast salute, and then
it whisked back into its scout ship.

ssssUUUUUHHHUUUUUZZZZ.

The red lights faded off into the unfocused blur that surrounded them. “What’ s going to happen if | try to
tell people my ham talked to me?’ said Skelton after amoment. “Not evenUFO Monthly would print a
story likethat! But you could do agresat article, Conrad. Come on out and turn yoursdlf in .. . . hdll,

they’ d let you go soon enough, and—"

“All that' swhat | haveto get away from,” said Conrad. “1’m not going back to that redity. Didn’'t you
understand what the ham said? | can pick the redlity | want and go there. Here like thiswith everything
out of focus, we' re nowherein particular. Audrey and | are going to imagine our world al right again, and
gothere”

“I' liked my world finetheway it was,” groused Skelton. “I don’t want to forget adl this, Conrad.”

“Fine,” said Conrad. “Just take your hand off me, Mr. Skelton, and you'll go back to the old
timestream.”

The old man hesitated amoment. “OK,” hesaid findly. “I believe | will. It's been a pleasure, Conrad.
Niceto meet you, Audrey. I'll write an article explaining how you al disappeared.”

“Thanksfor everything,” said Conrad. “ And be sureto tell Hank Larsen that | came back.” Old Skelton
nodded and drew hishand away. He froze into stillness and then, dowly, dowly, he dissolved into light.

“Let’ shead off that way,” suggested Audrey, pointing out toward where Skelton’ s lawn had been.

“OK,” said Conrad. “Here, take my hand likethis. . . we' | squeeze the crystal in between the two of
LS”

“ And think of wherewewant to be.”
“How about Crum meadow?’

“Yes. And you're starting senior year, Conrad, and everyone' s forgotten about the flame-people and dl
that.”

“Yes. You' vecomedowntovigt . . . it'sFriday afternoon.”
“And Aceisgoing to let us use the room.”

“I'll ask you to marry me.”

“Youwill? So soon?’

Asthey walked, the haze shifted here and tightened there. Before long it was the Crum, and everything
was just the way they’ d wanted. They had no memory that it had ever been any other way.

“Audrey?’
“Yes, Conrad?”’



“Have you guessed yet what' s in between our hands?’
“Oh, will you findly let me see?”
“Go ahead!”

Audrey drew back her hand and found that Conrad had given her adiamond ring. The diamond wastiny,
but very bright.

Other eBooks Soon Available from ElectricStory.com

Michael Bishop
Unicorn Mountain
No Enemy But Time

Terry Bisson
Bears Discover Fire and Other Sories

Tony Danidl
The Robot’ s Twilight Companion

Mark Jacobson
Gojiro

Paul Park

Soldiers of Paradise

Sugar Rain

The Cult of Loving Kindness

L ucius Shepard

Beast of the Heartland and Other Sories
The Golden

The Jaguar Hunter

Richard Wadholm
Astronomy

Howard Waldrop
Dream Factories and Radio Pictures



