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I

School was over and Harper rode his bicycle as fast as he

could. Finally he had escaped the horror of the high school

curriculum, if only for another day. After a night of good sleep

and endless hours of sitting still in an institution that made

absolutely no sense to him, the vast energy of a teenage boy

could finally be unleashed. Arriving at the small house of his

parents, located in the outskirts of a small town, Harper

dropped his bike in the garden and ran to the mailbox.

‘‘Farell’’ said the label on the box in clean, sans-serif letters.

Today, the latest issues of Harper’s favorite science fiction

magazines should have arrived and, indeed, they had!

His parents were at work, so Harper was the king of the castle,

master of the kitchen and, most importantly, of his own time.

He threw his schoolbag into the next best corner, ran to the

kitchen to prepare a  stack of sandwiches, and finally arrived in

his sanctum: a room full of spaceship models, stacks of science

fiction books and magazines, and a selection of assorted chem-

icals for experimentation that usually ended with a bang.

Harper threw himself onto the bed while holding the sand-

wiches and magazines in such a way that they would not take

any damage, a feat that he had carefully practiced. He then

unpacked the science fiction magazines, enjoying every

moment of the cover images emerging from the envelopes. Sci-

ence fiction was his passion: stories about better worlds, where

humans would treat each other with respect and live lives in

peace and harmony, interrupted, of course, by eruptions of

exploding spaceships and deranged robots that added the nec-

essary spice for his 15-year-old mind.

Very much to the disappointment of his father, who was the

editor-in-chief of an esteemed publishing house of fine litera-

ture, Harper had transitioned directly from child literature to

pulp fiction, without ever developing an interest in the
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classics. He stubbornly ignored every suggestion and any

advice that his father tried to give him. Harper needed vivid

input for his imagination, not boring characters and stories

that developed slowly, often over hundreds of pages, while

nothing interesting happened at all. A collection of action-

packed short stories was much more to his taste.

Devouring one sandwich after the other, he made it halfway

though the first magazine before the sunny weather drove him

outside. He picked up his shabby, old backpack from the floor,

left the house, slamming the door shut behind him, and rode

his bicycle down the street toward one of his favorite places at

the other end of the town.

The place was an abandoned construction site. Someone had

started to erect some buildings there, maybe some kind of fab-

rication plant, maybe some storage facility. Maybe the money

had run out, maybe some permit had been revoked, but

Harper did not care about such questions. To him this place

was simply paradise. All the construction machinery and

workers had left the place years ago. There were big gaps and

holes in the wire fence that surrounded the site, some of them

big enough to drive the bike through it. Harper did not even

slow down as he ducked through one of the openings.

In the middle of the site, there was a rather large area that was

covered with concrete. At some point, grass and other crops

had started to emerge through cracks in the surface. The place

was Harper’s favorite, and he spent a lot of his free time there,

especially on hot summer days like this one.

He sat down on the hot concrete and carefully unpacked his

belongings: a catapult, a can of hairspray, a few empty beer

bottles, two self-made rocket motors, some firecrackers, a bat-

tery pack, a reel of bell wire, a few sparklers, some aluminum

pipes, a roll of adhesive tape, and a few small cans containing

gunpowder, aluminum, and rusty iron filings. Finally: a
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collection of battered, old toy cars, a bottle of water, a lighter,

and a spare light bulb for his bicycle headlight. He did not

usually carry such a lot of stuff, but the summer had just

started to gain momentum, and his mind was full of ideas,

waiting to become adventures.

Harper started that day’s adventure by taping a few sparklers

to the can of hairspray and placing the whole contraption in

the middle of the area. He then attached another sparkler

inside of an aluminum pipe to the bundle of sparklers on the

can. The aluminum pipe would prevent any sparks from fly-

ing about and causing a premature detonation. Early experi-

ments with self-made gunpowder fuses had turned out unsat-

isfactory, when the fuse simply died, or even dangerous, when

the fuse exploded rather than burning up slowly. Also, gun-

powder apparently did not burn hot enough to ignite

sparklers or thermite.

The can of hair spray turned out to be a disappointment.

Harper lit up the sparkler in the pipe and ran away quickly in

expectation of a pretty big explosion. What he observed from a

safe distance and the cover of a large rock, however, was just a

tiny dart of flames that emerged from the side of the can with

a hissing noise. And that was it. No bang, no fireball, just a

hiss and a few flames. The burned-out can was not even sooty,

you could still read the warning label that said ‘‘do not expose

to fire’’.

‘‘What a joke!’’, thought Harper.

The first of the rocket motors he had brought was made from

cylindrical firecrackers, which he had cut open on both ends

and glued together. Only the one that would burn last was not

cut open at all. It was the ‘‘payload’’ that would explode at the

end of the journey. Harper attached some fins made from

adhesive tape to the bottom end of the rocket and launched it

using the well-researched sparkler-in-a-pipe method.
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Unfortunately, the stabilization fins did not stabilize the rocket

at all. It toppled over immediately and just bolted across the

concrete surface until the burn reached the last stage and it

exploded with a sharp crack. Again, Harper watched the spec-

tacle unfold from a safe distance. Some painful burns and

bruises acquired in early experiments had taught him to be

extra careful.

The second rocket motor was made from a rolled-up piece of

cardboard and used gunpowder and aluminum for its fuel. It

just went up in flames. Slightly dispirited, Harper decided to

try a classic. He stuffed one of the old toy cars with gunpow-

der, squeezing it really hard into every cavity except for the

right door. Then he carefully broke the glass of the spare light

bulb with a stone and cautiously stuck the socket with the still

intact filament through the door, filled the opening with gun-

powder, and closed the door. The newly created device also

went to the ground zero in the middle of the concrete, but this

time Harper would use the light bulb to ignite it. He ran the

bell wire from his safe cover to the toy car and attached it to

the remains of the light bulb. He was very sensitive to sound

and liked to know the exact moment when an explosive device

went off.

Attaching the wires to the battery pack had exactly the effect

he had been hoping for. With a loud, dry bang, the car was

torn to pieces, sending tiny car doors and tires all over the

place, some of them raining down close to the rock behind

which Harper was hiding. At last! Something that worked out!

After the successful experiment, Harper put his head on his

backpack and enjoyed the warmth of the concrete flowing

through his body. The sky exhibited a beautiful, infinitely deep

blue, and the sun was blazing down from the cloudless void.

He would not play with the thermite today, a simple mixture

of aluminum and iron oxide that could easily burn through
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steel and, as he knew from bitter experience, also through the

asphalt of the schoolyard. Little had he known about the

explosive nature of thermite, when its massive heat met

equally massive objects at a much lower temperature. What he

had hoped to be a little fire eating through the hood of a toy

car had quickly turned into a fountain of flames and then into

a volcano ejecting liquid tarmac balls. It had cost his parents a

lot of persuasion and himself hours of ‘‘voluntary’’ work

before he had been allowed to stay at that particular school

after the incident.

Lounging on the hot concrete, Harper briefly thought about

shooting the beer bottles with his catapult, but then decided

against it. He did not even drink beer, unlike most guys of his

age, because he did not tolerate it too well. He did not just get

dizzy and hung-over, but anything that contained only the

most minuscule amount of alcohol made him sick instanta-

neously: first nausea and then a hammering headache that

could last for hours. Also, he did not like the effects of alcohol

that he observed in his schoolmates. He stashed the empty

beer bottles for later destruction.

Some day, he wanted to invent something that made the bot-

tles explode when hit by a stone from his catapult. Or, even

better, invent something that exploded when it hit the bottle.

So he kept dreaming for a while, until his hunger for adven-

ture was satisfied. He picked up his bike to return to his home

and his magazines.

Whenever Harper rode his bicycle through the town, he hoped

to catch a glimpse of Brittanny. She attended the same class as

he did, and Harper had fallen in love with her an eternity ago.

At least that was what it felt like. It had probably started just a

few years ago. Harper had never told her, or even just tried to

talk to her, not because he was afraid of rejection, but because

he was afraid of success. What if they became more than just
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friends? If they were ‘‘together ’’, then they would have to do

all those adult things: go to the movies and to the burger place

and make out in the municipal park. What a waste of time! So

he preferred to just ride through the town and enjoy the hot

feeling of love that surged through his body whenever he saw

her, even if only for a few brief seconds while passing by each

other on their bicycles.

Sometimes Harper made a detour to increase his chances. He

knew a few of Brittanny’s regular school appointments, so he

happened to take the ways that she preferred. On that day, he

was a little early, so he rode all the way to her home without

seeing her. The house of her parents was close to the rim,

while Harper’s parents lived in the outskirts, almost at the

opposite end of the town. Harper did not mind riding the

extra mile for nothing, but once he was there, he just did not

want to give up so easily, so he rode up the street, turned, and

went back to her home. The prospect of seeing her made him

queasy and also a little anxious. What if it was too obvious

what he was doing here? He had just taken another turn

when it happened.

‘‘Are you circling here because you’re hoping to see me?’’ Brit-

tanny’s voice sounded bell-like and pure to him, almost

angelic. There was no trace of sarcasm or meanness in her

voice, but Harper felt like he was caught doing something rep-

rehensible.

‘‘Oh, I just thought I’d lost something back there!’’, he replied

lamely.

‘‘When you’ve found it, why don’t you come over to our

place? We could drink some lemonade!’’, Brittanny suggested.

Harper barely managed to nod, his heart pounded in his chest

with a force that seemed to make his head explode. It seemed

like his biggest dream and his biggest nightmare had become

reality in the same fraction of a second.
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* * *

It felt a bit weird to see an adult at home on a weekday after-

noon. Not unwelcome, though. Brittanny’s mother greeted

both of them warmly and then, after some superficial chatter,

dismissed them to Brittanny’s room. It was a spacious room

containing a bed, a desk, a closet, a few seats, and even an

electric piano. Harper cautiously pressed a few keys and to his

amazement the tune that emerged from the instrument

sounded quite harmonic. Brittanny smiled and played a few

notes that picked up where Harper ’s had faded. Again,

Harper felt queasy, as if he would not belong there, and yet

there was no other place where he wanted to be in that partic-

ular moment.

They sat down at the desk and talked about school, playing an

instrument, which Harper had never managed to teach him-

self, and the plans and dreams they had made up for them-

selves. Brittanny had a pretty clear picture in mind. Finishing

high school, attending college, moving to the city, becoming a

teacher or maybe a counselor, and having a family of her own.

Harper had no plans at all. He did not care about school,

because it seemed like a waste of time to him, but, unfortu-

nately, it also was the key to university, the source of all of

mankind’s knowledge in Harper’s imagination. Beyond

adventures and gathering knowledge, there was nothing that

he cared much about—except for Brittanny, as he suddenly

realized, while they sat there, drank lemonade, smiled, and

talked.

Brittanny’s eyes, although dark, looked bright and clear and

vivid and followed every one of his gestures immediately. She

was attentive and witty, nothing escaped her quick mind. Even

when she criticized the lack of direction in his future plans, her

arguments were well thought-out and worth considering,

quite unlike the commonplace opinions that most adults and,
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increasingly, also his peers liked to spread. As Harper sat there

and listened and talked, the reservations he’d had about meet-

ing Brittanny started to melt away.

Later in the afternoon, Harper declined Brittanny’s mother’s

invitation for dinner. His head seemed to spin, and while he

enjoyed the temporary confusion, because it usually indicated

a change in perspective, he decided that he’d had enough of it

for the time being. And then there was the prospect of reading

another science fiction short story before going to bed.

It was one of the rare occasions when both of his parents were

at home in the evening. Harper’s father was an intellectual

giant, who hid his contempt for a world that failed to recog-

nize his grandeur behind a facade of moral imperatives. He

was quick to take the side of whatever minority he thought

was at a disadvantage and defended them with flaming

speeches. On the personal level, he displayed much more con-

servative values. Even after coming home from work or work-

related travel, he barely took off his formal dress jacket and

thus gave the rare family dinner the appearance of a business

meeting. He made a point of talking to Harper about the

importance of a solid education and took a superficial interest

in the grades that his son achieved. It was only much later

that Harper found out that his father himself had abandoned

school at a young age and reached his position as an editor-in-

chief only after taking some scenic detours.

Now his father’s job was to judge, revise, and promote the

work of others, who got all the praise. As a lead editor, he was

feared and admired at the same time, both by aspiring writers

and his staff. His strict attitude also flowed over into his per-

sonal life, where he exhibited the tendency to judge and cor-

rect the views of the people around him, which in turn did not

help his popularity and only increased his animosity toward

society at large.
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Harper ’s mother was a rather simple and superficially happy

woman, who buried whatever resentments she might have

had under a pile of wine bottles that she bought at the local

gas station on her way back from her job. His mother used to

have ‘‘jobs’’—something in sales—while his father performed

the more serious variant called ‘‘work’’. Another point that he

liked to stress.

Harper was not sure about the dynamic that kept his parents

together. They argued a lot, in recent times even openly at the

dinner table. On one occasion, his mother, her friendly

demeanor drowned in cheap wine, had thrown a vase after his

father, supposedly due to his popularity with certain female

staff members. Their mutual attraction had been a complete

mystery to Harper, until he had found a box of old black-and-

white photographs in the attic, depicting his parents at various

hedonistic parties that would easily justify the label ‘‘orgy’’ in

his 15-year-old mind.

Although Harper’s father earned a lot of money, his mother

made a point of maintaining her independence by doing some

work on her own. She bought her own clothes, her own wine,

and even her own car. Making points seemed to be the princi-

pal mode of communication between Harper’s parents.

Harper sat at the dinner table, chewed listlessly on a bite of

sandwich, and watched his parents communicate by not say-

ing a word—his father signaling moral superiority by cutting

and eating each mouthful of a steak with robotic precision,

and his mother suppressing her resentment with the obliga-

tory glasses of wine.

‘‘Gotta go read something’’, Harper excused himself and got

up from the table.

‘‘I hope it’s for school, young man!’’, his father remarked.

Harper made an indifferent sound and walked to his room on

the upper floor of the house.
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‘‘Are you still buying him those pulp magazines?’’, he heard as

he went up the stairs.

Once in his room, Harper felt like a big load was lifted from

his shoulders. This load was a small price to pay, though, for

the all freedom he had. His father was not at home very often,

and when he was, his parents were busy arguing. His mother

worked nine to five and was exhausted when she returned

home in the evening, the cheap bottle carelessly hidden in a

shopping bag. So his parents were occupied with their own

affairs almost all of the time. Sometimes they attempted to

make another point about the state of Harper’s education and

upbringing which, in their opinion, did not go well.

Harper ’s upbringing had ended when he had been about

twelve. He’d had his own views, ideals, and opinions ever

since, and all his parents could do was to annoy him with their

own views, ideals, and opinions. Beyond the age of twelve,

Harper reflected, the ‘‘upbringing’’ of an individual was pretty

much limited to violence. A young mind, fully functional and

capable of making its own decisions, was forced to act against

its own best interests time and time again, just because...

Because of what, really? It made no sense. Up to the age of

twelve, parents were probably indispensable, a necessary

guide in a maze of social and political one-way roads. But

then? What good did all the violence do after that? It just

taught the young, aspiring adult that they had no power, no

freedom, no rights... In fact, no reason to live at all. Most of

them admitted defeat long before they came of age.

Harper considered himself to be lucky. His parents did not

have the resources to interfere seriously. The occasional guilt

tripping was a small price to pay for all the freedom he

enjoyed. A bold backward leap landed him on the mattress,

and a short time later he was already immersed in a world of

utopian ideas, fascinating technology, and, maybe most
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importantly, a world of people who actually talked about

whatever affected them.


