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  Chapter 1 – Two Seconds with God


  My search for the flying boy of Calhoun County, Tennessee, was more important to me than all the other adventures I have written about or anything else that has happened to me since I was a little girl, for that matter. To understand why, you have to go back to the abductees’ convention in San Francisco.


  I make my living writing a column for the New York Insider, a weekly newspaper that began in the 1960s as a radical “underground” paper, but soon grew a fat belly, espousing its own cultural dogmas—smug, vaguely left-wing versions of the “establishment” media it once opposed.


  My column, which appears bi-weekly, is called “The Fringe of Reality.” It is my job to track down and expose strange tales and weird stories. One week I write about a bleeding statue of Jesus in a church in Presidio, Texas, another week a man in Brooklyn who died when an Australian Aborigine pointed a stick at him, and another week a nine-year-old boy in Logan County, Illinois, who claimed to have been grabbed by a huge bird that carried him through the air for fifty yards and then dropped him in a haystack.


  For the first few months of writing my column I stayed away from UFO stories because it was such an overworked field. But then I hit on the angle that would lead to one of my biggest successes: a three-day-long abductees’ convention. Abductees, not satisfied with merely seeing beings from outer space, claim to have been kidnapped by aliens. No less than 200 of these stalwarts from twelve countries gathered at a Ramada Inn in San Francisco, a city so blasé that the local newspapers gave the convention about as much space as a high school reunion.


  Spending three days at a Ramada Inn with 200 abductees was like, dare I say it, stepping into another world. What a cast of characters!


  There was Ryne Huey, a wide-eyed blond in his mid-twenties. He told me about the time he was returning home from his girlfriend’s house in rural Alabama. One moment he was driving along, listening to the Cowsills singing “Captain Sad and His Ship of Fools,” the next moment he was strapped naked to a table of cold leather, bright lights shining in his face, being probed and prodded by beings with one large eye and no mouth. Then he was back in his car again. The Cowsills were gone and his radio was set to a black hip hop station he hadn’t known existed.


  Fanny Blunk was so fat below the waist that she had to heave herself forward one leg at a time just to move. Fanny claimed to have been snatched out of her car while driving on a lonely highway, transported to a spaceship parked in a field and repeatedly violated by three-foot-tall aliens with elongated heads, block-shaped penises, and antennae coming out of their brains. As I said in my article, “Abductees: Take Them, Please,” “No one but a three-foot-tall alien with an elongated head, a block-shaped penis, and antennae coming out of his brain would even think of violating Fanny Blunk.”


  Harry Philibert, a disturbingly normal forty-six-year-old accountant from Kettering, Ohio, had been abducted every 343 days for the past eight years. He gave me an insight into the psychological challenges involved in being an abductee. Not only did friends not believe what happened to you, but “No one believes you!” I shook my head in disbelief when Harry shared this with me. I think I even said, “Aren’t people something?”


  I attended workshops on “Dressing for an Expected Abduction” and “Increasing Recollections of Abduction Experiences without the Aid of Hypnosis.” There was also a debate as to whether Alien Abductors are cruel, rubber-skinned villains who examine and violate their victims without remorse or whether they are benevolent creatures who want to befriend Earthlings and help them.


  At an after-lunch seminar for “Women Who Have Engaged in Sexual Activities with Abductors,” Carol Krmpetski, an attractive strawberry-blonde in her late-twenties, tearfully recounted having pleasureless sex with a short, gray-skinned creature with a mouth, but no lips.


  “Sounds like my husband,” said another, older woman, but the rest of the group was not amused.


  My article on abductees appeared to rave reviews. Later it would haunt my conscience that I had publicly made fun of Fanny Blunk’s appearance…but not yet. I received calls from The New York Times and Rolling Stone offering to hire me away from the Insider. I was even approached by an editor at Random House wanting to know if I had any book ideas. My boss, a pompous lecher named Lute Wisdom, was forced to give me a raise. This was heady stuff for a young woman barely out of college. I began fantasizing about winning a Pulitzer Prize, appearing on TV talk shows, being profiled in People magazine.


  But in the midst of all this excitement, I was horrified to realize that part of me was actually envious of the very same abductees whom I had just mocked as weirdos. For days I walked around in a cloud, trying to pinpoint what it was that these oddballs had that I didn’t. At last it came to me: no matter how crazy or terrified they had been, each of them had experienced a Defining Moment. Something unexpected had distracted them from the dullness of their lives and given them a purpose, even if that purpose was to tell anyone who would listen what had happened to them. I had no desire to be abducted myself, but I was reminded of an incident that had occurred when I was a little girl.


  When I was born, my parents decided that my older brother and I should be raised in a small town and thus spared the ugliness of a big city like Durham, North Carolina. They bought a farmhouse outside the tiny, tobacco-farming community of Timberlake, my mother’s hometown. This was before Timberlake became a popular bedroom community for people who worked in Durham. My memories of my earliest years are of utter bliss. Butterflies, drifting clouds, the smell of homemade bread. We never locked our doors in Timberlake. When I was a child, every cookie jar was open to me. If I was outside playing, I knew that I could walk up to any door and ask to use the bathroom or to pick something to eat from the garden. There were picnics and hay rides. In the summer we made the lightning bugs drunk with perfume; then we tied string around their tails and made lightning bug jewelry. Once a possum had her babies in our garbage can. I remember the smell of freshly plowed fields, of honeysuckle and magnolia, of spring rain. And the sounds of the frogs and the crickets before the rain. And the whistle of the cotton mill. And rabbits and squirrels and foxes, like in a fairy tale, and tadpoles in mud puddles and snakes in the creek.


  When I was eight years old I began to notice that something was wrong. Gradually, sadly, I came to realize that my parents had almost nothing in common. My father, who was a psychology professor at the University of North Carolina, spent his spare time reading. He was a binge reader. Once he read all ninety-one of Balzac’s novels—in chronological order. Another time he spent six months reading Eastern European short stories. My mother did not read books. She didn’t read magazines or newspapers either. My father’s other hobby was gardening. After work and on weekends he would spend every free daylight hour caressing his vegetable patch. Daddy really did have a green thumb. His tomatoes were sweeter than candy. Each bite of one of his carrots caused an explosion of taste. His pumpkins and zucchinis were twice as big as any sold in the stores. My mother refused to eat anything my father grew because he didn’t use chemical pesticides. She would only eat store-bought produce and even then, she would only buy fruits and vegetables that were wrapped in plastic.


  My mother’s favorite foods were meat loaf, mashed potatoes and meringue. In other words, she preferred those foods you could beat and abuse until they were reduced to a smooth pulp. My father liked anything other than meat loaf, mashed potatoes or meringue. He was particularly fond of ethnic foods and would drive for twenty miles to try out a new Mexican or Thai restaurant. My mother refused to go with him.


  My mother did have a hobby of her own: she collected reasons to hate people. Like any true collector, she cherished most those grudges that were hardest to find. If Ethel Barksdale appeared to slight her at the market one day, cutting off a session of chitchat because she had an appointment or because her bladder was full, my mother would hold this against Ethel Barksdale forever, even if Ethel Barksdale was blameless and the best of friends for the next twenty years—which she was. My father had only to say, “Wasn’t that nice of Ethel to bake Suzy a cherry pie for her birthday?” and my mother would reply, “But you can’t really trust Ethel as a friend. One time in the market…”


  Next door to us lived the Widow Marcus, as kind a person as ever inhabited the state of North Carolina. She baby-sat for free, took care of our house and pets when we went on vacation and listened patiently to the emotional outpourings of each member of our family. One time, about six months before my brother’s first nervous breakdown, the Widow Marcus said to my mother, “Lucy, don’t you think you should ease up a bit on Kyle?” Thereafter, whenever anyone praised an act of kindness by the Widow Marcus, my mother would launch into a bitter tirade about “that busybody who tried to tell me how to raise my own children.”


  Another thing my mother liked to do was watch television. My father’s TV viewing was limited to the evening news and the occasional PBS documentary about the Civil Rights Movement or the Second World War. My mother, on the other hand, could always find something of interest to keep her company while she did her housework. In the early morning she watched Christian Aerobics, although she didn’t do the exercises herself. Her favorite television personalities were the televangelists. She didn’t care much for uplifting sermons, but when Pat Robertson or Jerry Falwell let loose with a vicious attack against some aspect of secular culture, she would smile contentedly. She leavened this cheery fare with Oprah Winfrey and Geraldo Rivera. Once I caught her watching Phil Donahue. She claimed she was just switching channels, but I knew she was lying.


  My mother considered herself a devout Christian. I never saw her read the Bible, but she talked about God a lot and so did her mother, my Grandmother Farrell. This is what led to the incident I recalled after the abductees’ convention.


  My Grandmother Farrell always told me that God watches over the life of every person on Earth. My father was too tactful to dispute this openly, but he did take me aside and explain to me that any theory worth believing should stand up to examination. So one day, when I was ten years old, I put my grandmother’s faith in God to the test. I reckoned that even God needed at least two seconds to study each person’s life and put it in order. Certainly I would have been hurt if He devoted less time than that to my own life. I pulled out a piece of college-ruled notebook paper and made my calculations. Two seconds per person meant thirty people per minute. Sixty minutes in an hour meant 1,800 people per hour. Twenty-four hours in a day meant 43,200 people per day. Multiply that by 365 days for 15,768,000 people per year. Multiply that by seventy years, the average human life span, and it came to 1,103,760,000 people. Add eighteen leap year days per lifetime for an extra 777,600 people and a grand total of 1,104,537,600 people were looked after by God during an average lifetime. Since the population of the world was more than six billion and growing rapidly, God really had time to help only one out of six people.


  I brought my calculations to Grandmother Farrell. She was not impressed. She explained, somewhat crossly, that God was omniscient and could look after all six billion people at once. I was not convinced. It looked like an ugly confrontation was about to take place. I imagined my grandmother complaining to my mother and my mother complaining to my father. My older brother and I would end up hiding and worrying about the muffled arguments that we were not supposed to hear.


  But this time we were reprieved. My grandmother’s stern expression suddenly gave way to beatific joy. She studied my calculations again and then exclaimed, “One billion, one hundred million: why, that’s exactly how many Christians there are in the world!” She patted me on the head and added, “I guess you were right, after all, Suzy. God bless you.”


  Grandmother Farrell lived on this anecdote for years, as if I, her own granddaughter, had single-handedly and irrefutably proven the existence of God.


  I, on the other hand, felt more concerned than ever. I became convinced that if I wasn’t paying attention when God got around to my two seconds, this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity would be wasted. And I knew from my calculations that my two seconds could come at any time, not just morning, noon or night, but during childhood, middle age or, as my other grandmother, Watkins, liked to call them, “the years of complaining and forgetting.”


  So, for the rest of my childhood, no matter what I was doing, I never concentrated fully because a part of me was always looking out of the corner of my mind’s eye, watching out for God.


  When I went off to college in New York City, I became somewhat less vigilant, but even then, despite all the ugliness and cynicism I saw and felt, a part of me was still watching out, still waiting for my two seconds with God.


  Chapter 2 – Adventures in Yokelland


  I graduated from the Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism in May 1999. As I was top of my class, everyone expected that I would go to work for The New York Times or The Washington Post. But I resented the assumption that my accomplishments had fated me to a certain path. So, to the surprise of my friends and to the dismay of my professors, I applied instead for a position at the Insider.


  The editor of the Insider, the aforementioned Lute Wisdom, hired me immediately and tried me out at every beat in the city. Music concerts, political demonstrations, homeless shelters, ethnic enclaves; you name it, I covered it.


  Then Lute decided to try an experiment. He gave me a roundtrip ticket to Bend, Oregon, and a motel reservation in nearby Prineville, and told me to write an article about Crook County, the only county in the United States that had always voted for the winner in presidential elections. For five days I wandered around Prineville and the surrounding countryside chatting up the locals and encouraging them to discuss their political beliefs. I was concerned not so much with for whom they were going to vote in the upcoming election, George W. Bush, Al Gore or Ralph Nader, as with the reasons behind their choices.


  The results of my inquiry were appalling. The very first person I spoke with, a waitress in the motel restaurant, told me that she intended to vote for Bush because she still held it against the Democrats that Jimmy Carter had pardoned Richard Nixon. When I politely explained to her that Nixon had been pardoned not by Jimmy Carter, but by Nixon’s fellow Republican, Gerald Ford, she was stunned.


  One young man, a gas station attendant, proudly informed me that he was planning to vote for Jesse Jackson. I broke the news to him that Jackson had failed to gain his party’s nomination (this was two months after the Democratic convention) and that, as a matter of fact, he hadn’t even been a candidate that year.


  “Really?” he asked, clearly disappointed. Then he shrugged. “Then I guess I’ll vote for Nader.”


  I did meet two Crook County citizens whose opinions I respected. One middle-aged shopper told me that she made it a point to always vote against the incumbent because the longer a politician holds office, the more corrupt he becomes. Thus she had voted for Jimmy Carter in 1976, Ronald Reagan in 1980, Walter Mondale in 1984, Michael Dukakis in 1988, Bill Clinton in 1992 and Bob Dole in 1996. She was planning to vote for George Bush because he was less of an incumbent than Gore.


  A ninety-three-year-old man, whom I met at a senior citizen’s luncheon, gave me a succinct synopsis of his electoral history.


  “The first time I was eligible to vote was 1928. With great enthusiasm I cast my vote for Herbert Hoover. When I saw how things turned out with him, I never voted again.”


  After days of discouraging, mostly
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