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Preface: 
 

Did you ever wonder what would have happened if you didn’t do the thing you did 

and chose something entirely different instead? For decades, I wondered what if, at a pivotal 

moment in my life, I had not done what I did. What would my life have been like from that 

moment onward? What would my story be?  

These questions reminded me of Zhuangzi’s famous parable: “Once upon a time, I 

dreamt I was a butterfly, fluttering hither and thither, to all intents and purposes a butterfly. I 

was conscious only of my happiness as a butterfly, unaware that I was myself. Soon I 

awakened, and there I was, veritably myself again. Now I do not know whether I was then a 

man dreaming I was a butterfly, or whether I am now a butterfly, dreaming I am a man.” 

Is this novel only fiction? Alternatively, is it my ‘real’ life, and this life just fiction? 

To put it another way: am I R. A. Conti dreaming I’m Michael Romanelli, or am I Michael 

Romanelli dreaming I’m R. A. Conti?  

Alternatively, is there someone else dreaming about both of us? 

(Cue Twilight Zone music.) 

 

 - R. A. Conti 

 

https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/149093.Zhuangzi


Part One 

 

A Different Path 



Chapter 1 - First Steps 

 
Michael bought a Greyhound Bus ticket for Atlantic City and waited on a bench 

outside the terminal. There was time to kill before the bus boarded. He had never run away 

from home before and thought it was going well so far. Next to him was a gym bag swollen 

with clothes and a plastic bag crammed with notebooks that contained everything he had ever 

written. He looked like a street person who lived out of a shopping cart minus the cart.  

The July morning heat in downtown Philadelphia felt bearable. A warm breeze blew 

down Market Street. Michael pulled out his beat-up copy of Zen Flesh, Zen Bones and tried 

to read. He stared at the page but his thoughts drifted aimlessly. 

Michael heard his name but did not look up. He assumed someone was calling a 

different Michael. A few seconds later, he felt someone standing over him. He looked up and 

saw Claire Owens, his favorite high school teacher.  

A puzzled expression creased her face. “Michael?” Startled, he didn’t reply. “It’s nice 

to see you. What are you doing here?” They last saw each other two weeks earlier at the party 

she hosted after the Germantown High School class of 1964 graduation. 

Michael felt awkward. “Hi, Dr. Owens. I’m just waiting for my bus.”  

“Taking a little trip?”   

“Well, yeah.” 

She looked down at his jumble of stuff. “Where to, if you don’t mind my asking?” Dr. 

Owens was always scrupulously cordial and respectful. 

“Atlantic City.” 

“Going on vacation?” She could tell he was not going to the beach for the day. 

“Um, no… I’m… running away from home,” he confessed feeling even more 

embarrassed. 

Dr. Owens frowned. “Michael, I’m so sorry. Are you sure about this?” He hesitated to 

answer. He thought he was sure but suddenly lost much of his certainty.  

“Mostly, yes.” 

“Just mostly?” she asked. “It’s a big step. Can you handle it?” Dr. Owens challenged 

her students unfailingly. They respected her for her bluntness. Michael did not answer. 

“Wanna talk about it?”   

“It’s complicated.” 

She sat down gracefully next to him on the bus-depot bench. “Tell me anyway,” she 

urged sympathetically. He did not look at her. 

“My parents lined up a job for me at Gimbels- as a stock boy. That’s all they think 

I’m good for.” 

 “Do you have something against stock boys?” she asked, smiling, “or Gimbels?” she 

added but did not seem to be mocking him. 

“No. Just against my parents. They don’t see me as I really am.” 

“And that is?”  

He did not know how to respond at first. 

“Well… I do feel I have talent.”   

“You do, definitely.”  

“But they don’t care.” 

Dr. Owens glanced at the plastic bag filled with notebooks.  

“You’re running away so you can be a writer?”   

“Yeah.” 

“How will you support yourself?” 

“I have some money and I figure I’ll get a job in Atlantic City. There must be lots of 

jobs in the summer.” 



“Why Atlantic City?” she asked. 

“Um, you won’t laugh?” She shook her head. “That’s where Kathleen Davis is from. 

I’m hoping I can find her.”  

He planned to stop at a phone booth when he got off the bus, look up Kathleen’s 

number and address, and then call her to say he was in town. He assumed she would ask him 

to stop by. He didn’t know what he would do if she did not invite him over or if he couldn’t 

find her address. It was not much of a plan but it might work.  

“I watched you and Kathleen at my party. Neither of you seemed aware there were 

any other people there, including me.”  

“Sorry.” He winced. He had not meant to be rude at the party. Kathleen enchanted 

him. Their hour-long conversation had been the most wonderful experience of his life.  

“It’s okay. I’m glad you two had a good time.”  

“Oh, yes. I loved it.” 

“There’s a slight problem with your plan though.” Dr. Owens paused to be certain 

Michael listened carefully. “Kathleen’s not in Atlantic City. She’s spending the summer in 

Europe.” She dropped the bomb and then waited calmly until he figured out how to respond. 

“Oh.” He looked down dejectedly. Dr. Owens felt sorry for him and gave him a few 

moments to think about what he would say next. He remained silent. 

Tired of waiting, she asked, “So, do you still want to go to Atlantic City?”  

“Where else could I go?”   

“How about Germantown?”   

“I’m not going back home.” 

“I don’t mean your house. I mean my place. I’m going to Japan for the summer. I 

need someone to house-sit.” Her offer surprised him. He had been one of her students and not 

a close friend or anyone special.  

“You trust me that much?”   

“Michael, I trust all my students. That’s how I get such good work out of them,” she 

bragged modestly. “But there’s a cost.”   

“That’s no problem. I could give you money.” 

“It’s not money. You have to promise you’ll call your parents once a week to let them 

know you’re okay.” Michael did not reply immediately. He trusted Dr. Owens but wondered 

if she was trying to do something other than helping him. Was she planning to persuade him 

to go back home eventually? “Will you do that?”   

“Yeah, I guess I could do that.” As long as I don’t have to see them, he thought. 

“You have to promise or the deal is off,” she insisted. He nodded. Satisfied that she 

was firm and clear, Dr. Owens went on. “Good. I have to go to a travel agency. I’ll be back in 

an hour. Cash in that ticket and wait here for me.” Dr. Owens turned to leave. He called her 

name. She stopped and turned, wondering if he changed his mind.  

“Thanks,” he said, smiling weakly. Dr. Owens smiled back and then continued 

walking away. 

 They got off the northbound subway at the Erie Avenue station ninety minutes later. 

As they went up the stairs to street-level, Michael asked, “Where do you live?”  

“East Penn St. You know where that is?” He nodded. “There are many big old houses 

that have evolved into apartments over the last few years. My apartment is bright, roomy, and 

has a lot of character. However, sometimes I worry about security. I arranged with some 

friends to keep an eye on the place while I’m away but I’d feel much better if someone was 

staying there.” 

Several blunt-nosed trolleys waited at the island in the middle of the wide 

intersection. “There’s the 23,” she said. “Let’s hurry.” They boarded and handed the driver 

their transfer slips. A few minutes later the trolley glided up Germantown Ave. “It only takes 



about fifteen minutes from here,” she commented, cheerily. Michael nodded, gazed absently 

out the window, and thought about this strange day.  

Carrying his gym bag and notebooks, he secretly left his house only a few hours 

earlier, boarded a trolley just like this one, and then rode south to the same Broad and Erie 

subway stop. He was on his way downtown, planning to leave the city, possibly forever. Now 

he rode north on a different trolley line. He was not going back to his old home but to a 

different place and perhaps to a new life. 

They got off at Penn St. and walked to the middle of the second block. “Here it is,” 

she said, pointing to a huge old house. The place looked imposing. Foliage choked the large 

yard surrounding the house. They had to duck their heads under tree branches as they walked 

up the path. 

“This is beautiful,” Michael said. 

“Yes. I love it here.” 

Michael saw two dark oaken doors when they went up on the porch. Dr. Owens 

unlocked one door and went in. They climbed the steps to the second floor. She opened her 

apartment door. 

The living room looked inviting; the furniture was elegant but simple. There was a 

large sofa, a high-backed reading chair, an oriental rug, several bookshelves, a small TV, and 

a genuine Tiffany lamp. Everything was neat, clean, and tidy. He mentioned it felt cool. 

“Yeah, somehow it’s always comfortable in here, even on the hottest days,” she explained. 

He looked at her and recognized this place fit her perfectly. Claire Owens was a petite 

slender woman in her thirties. She wore a crisp simply cut summer dress that looked fresh 

even though she had worn it for hours. Her hair was up in a tidy bun. She wore sturdy-

looking sandals. Her face was fresh and bright, despite the summer heat, the hot subway and 

trolley rides, and the walk from the trolley stop to the house. She looked as if she had been 

reading mystery novels and drinking lemonade on the cool porch all morning. 

“Take a look at this,” she said, gesturing toward a huge bay window. A magnolia tree 

outside bore the largest leaves Michael ever saw. “Know how old it is?” she asked. He knew 

almost nothing about trees and shook his head. “Millions of years,” she said, smiling.  

Michael looked at her, puzzled.  

“Oh, not this particular tree. It’s one of the oldest tree species on earth. When I look at 

it I see great strength and great wisdom. It knows things we can’t possibly imagine. I like to 

go out in the yard and touch the trunk. Sometimes I feel a vibration or energy. Other times 

it’s silent, like the stillness of time.” 

“It’s beautiful.” He knew his comment was flat. 

She gave him the living room couch as his bed until she left for Japan. Michael 

arranged his notebooks and clothes neatly. He did not want to disturb the elegant simplicity 

of the room.  

Dr. Owens changed into shorts and a t-shirt and made lunch. He realized he had not 

eaten since dinner the night before. They sat in her bright kitchen, ate, talked, and let the lazy 

afternoon go by. Then she reminded him of his promise to call his parents. She pointed to the 

phone and left the room.  

His anxiety returned immediately. He tried to rehearse a simple, terse, and 

straightforward message but kept getting it mixed up. Dr. Owens came back in the kitchen, 

looked at him, and then at the phone. 

“This is going to be hard,” he confessed. 

“I know. But you can do it.” She turned and walked out. 

His parents’ house was only a few blocks away. Michael picked up the receiver and 

dialed. His mother Amelia answered.  

“Hello?”    



“Hi, Mom,” he said. She started babbling as soon as she recognized his voice. 

Michael listened patiently and waited for her to slow down. “Mom, I have something 

important to tell you. I’m not coming home. I’ve found another place to live.” Amelia did not 

respond immediately. After a pause, she choked out some painful words. 

“I knew it. I could feel it. Are you okay?” 

“I’m fine and I promise to call you once a week.” He hoped to end the call quickly. 

“Wait. Where are you?” 

“I’m sorry but I can’t tell you.”  

“Your father’s not going to like this,” she said. 

“I know. But this is the way it is. I have to go now. Don’t worry about me. Talk to 

you next week.” He hung up. He knew she would worry. Not because her son had left but 

because worrying was all she ever did.  

Claire listened from the next room and came back when he finished. “That was good, 

but it hurt, didn’t it?” 

“Oh, God, yes it did,” Michael replied, shaking. She wanted to hug him but held back. 

Instead, she offered some words of insight and encouragement. 

“What you’re doing may be necessary Michael but it’s painful for all concerned. 

There’s nothing you can do to change that.” Claire looked at his face. She thought she heard a 

sniffle and saw a tear start to drip from his eye. He noticed her watching him and 

immediately stopped being sad.  

“C’mon, let me introduce you to my wonderful neighbors,” she said pulling him out 

the door. 

 The integrated neighborhood was popular with college students. They liked the 

seclusion only a couple of blocks from the trolley line. Claire took Michael across the street 

to meet Lacey, Josh, and Evan. They were graduate students who shared one whole floor of 

another huge house. She also introduced him to other neighbors. It seemed most of them were 

younger than Dr. Owens but older than he was.  

Claire also knew several of the old-timers who lived on the street for decades. One or 

two were born there. They all welcomed him warmly. The older black women made a fuss 

over him.  

It was obvious everyone liked Claire. After they got back to her place, she told him 

people were so generous when she first moved in that she did not have to cook for almost two 

weeks. They just kept feeding her. She warned him they might do the same after she left. 

“So, when are you leaving?” he asked. 

“Day after tomorrow, early in the morning.  Lacey is driving me to the airport. Wanna 

come along?” 

“Yeah, I guess so.” 

“Great! I need someone to carry my baggage.” She smiled sweetly at him. 

“Okay.” He smiled back, pleased he could do something to show Dr. Owens his 

gratitude for saving him. 

 

Chapter 2 - Girlfriend 

 
“So, where are you from?” Lacey asked as they rode back from the airport. Michael 

told her he grew up a few blocks from Claire’s house. She asked why he was living at 

Claire’s place if his home was so close. He told her. She remained silent for a few minutes. 

“Well, I hope you like it here,” she said. 

Lacey called later and invited Michael to dinner. Several people in the neighborhood 

were getting together to share a meal. She told him he was a guest and would not have to 



bring anything, which was good. Claire had let her food run out, expecting she would not 

need it while she was gone.  

He accepted Lacey’s invitation and then laid on the couch for a nap but did not sleep. 

Instead, he thought about getting a job. A simple job seemed best, something that would give 

him the little income he needed, not be too taxing, and leave him plenty of free time to write. 

  Michael went downtown two days later and walked around looking for ‘Help 

Wanted’ signs. He found one on a huge newsstand. He had sold newspapers while he was in 

high school and liked the work.  

The owner, Tony, was an amiable Italian guy from South Philly. He needed someone 

to open at five a.m. and sell until he came in at ten. He was tired of doing it all by himself. 

The pay was skimpy but fair. There would not be much work from five to seven, just opening 

the stand, unloading the daily newspapers, and setting them out for sale. However, seven to 

ten would be busy as people hurried by on their way to work. Michael had to be quick to 

make change, keep track of the papers sold, and be cheerful. 

Tony asked him to come back early the next morning so he could try him out. 

Michael felt thrilled but apprehensive. He probably would not get much sleep before he had 

to get up at four to catch the trolley. However, the shift was ideal. He could nap in the 

afternoons and have the nights free for writing or socializing. 

Michael adapted to the routine after a week. He became familiar with the newspapers 

and recognized most of the regular customers so he could give them especially warm hellos.  

He also noticed there was something otherworldly about the city just before it started 

to wake up and begin the day. All the objects were where they were supposed to be- 

buildings, cars, trolleys, buses, and trains- but there were few people. He found it a good time 

to work on story ideas in his head. It was also the coolest part of the day so it was pleasant to 

be outside. 

He told Lacey about the job and she congratulated him. She asked what he did when 

he was not at the newsstand. He told her he was writing, sleeping, and keeping to himself, 

mostly. She asked why he kept to himself. Did he dislike the neighbors? He told her he liked 

them but was shy. He did not want to force himself on anyone.  

Then Lacey mentioned she had not seen him with a girlfriend. Did he have one? He 

blushed and shook his head. She asked why not. He said girls did not like him. Lacey asked 

how many girls he had dated. “None,” he answered.  

“You never dated anyone? I can’t believe that.”  

“I told you girls don’t like me.” 

“But you’re cute and I think girls might like you. In fact, there’s someone in the 

neighborhood who’s asked about you.” 

“Um, who?”   

“I don’t think you met her. She lives down at the end of the block.” Michael waited 

for her to continue. Lacey waited for him to respond. The awkward silence lasted awhile until 

she asked, “Well, do you want to meet her?” 

“Yeah. I guess so.” 

 Lacey invited him for dinner the next night. Her roommates were away and she felt 

lonely. Whenever that happened she liked to invite a neighbor or two to join her. 

Michael felt awkward when he started across the street toward her place. He almost 

turned around and went back to the apartment. He had not been lying to Lacey; he was shy 

and did not know what to do around girls. What would he do now, when some girl was going 

to be there solely to meet him? Could he relax and overcome his shyness somehow? How 

long was this dinner going to last? 

Lacey introduced him to Clarice Hartford. She was a slender dark-skinned girl with a 

bright smile and long braided hair. Clarice seemed at ease around him. She seemed nice, too. 



He asked how her summer was going and she told a funny story about her part-time job. They 

all laughed. Michael noticed how musical her laughter was. She was a year behind him in 

high school. She went to Girl’s High so they could not talk about teachers or school events. 

That exhausted his conversation topics and he hoped Lacey would help him out. 

They sat making small talk and Michael began feeling at ease. He almost felt sorry 

when he had to leave. 

 Clarice rang his doorbell in the middle of a rainy summer afternoon a few days later. 

“Hi, Michael. Such a dreary day. I thought you might like some company.”   

“Oh. Yeah. Okay,” he said, trying to disguise his uneasiness. He stood there. 

She smiled sweetly. “Well, can I come in?” 

“Oh, sure.” 

“What are you doing?”   

“Working on some of my stories.” 

“Great! Can I read one of them?” 

“Well, they’re still rough.” 

“Then tell me one.” Clarice sat on Claire’s couch. Michael sketched a story for her. 

“An alien spaceship lands deep in the Amazon jungle. A single butterfly emerges. He 

is from a whole planet of butterflies. He has come to make contact with the butterflies on 

earth. He flits around looking for other butterflies. Then a butterfly collector sees him. The 

collector is excited and thinks he has discovered a completely new butterfly species. He 

captures the alien butterfly, takes it back to his cabin, and pins it to a display card.  

“He is so proud of his discovery that he names it after himself. He doesn’t know he’s 

discovered a new species that’s not from earth. In his haste to congratulate himself, he misses 

the greatest event in human civilization: first contact with intelligent life from another world. 

The alien butterfly dies, pinned to a display in the collector’s cabin.” 

“Oh, that’s so sad,” Clarice seemed devastated. “Do the butterflies from his planet 

miss him? Do they come looking for him?”   

“I don’t know. Probably not.” 

“That’s too bad.” 

Clarice dropped by almost every afternoon. He began looking forward to her arrival 

and her company. She told him about her family. Her two brothers (who were twins) were 

away at college. Her grandmother had migrated from South Carolina forty years ago. Her 

mother Bella had been born in the house they still occupied. Her dad was also a teacher and 

often spoke to Claire about school issues.  

Her mother stayed home when the kids were growing up but talked about going out to 

work when Clarice went off to college. Her father would not hear of it. He said he was a good 

provider and he wanted her to stay home with her grandmother.  

Clarice knew they would discuss this until she left for college next year but her 

mother would win. She always did. If her mother talked about flying to the moon, her father 

would go out and find her a spaceship. 

She gradually got him to talk about his family. “So, why did you run away?” 

“I just couldn’t face the future they wanted for me.” 

“Which was...?” 

“A crappy job as a stock boy at Gimbel’s. That’s all they cared about; just getting me 

a job.” 

“No college?” 

“No. They wouldn’t even consider it. They told me it was a waste of money.” 

“But you’re smart. You should go to college.” 

“Yeah, but not now. I just needed to get away from them and stay away, too!” 

“You mean you’re never going back to see them?” 



“Maybe someday. I have to call them every week. It was what Dr. Owens wanted me 

to do.” 

“And how are they?” 

“Well, they sound okay.” 

“Do you miss them?” 

“I haven’t, at least not yet.” His comment surprised him. He had settled quickly into 

his new life, and, just as quickly, his old life had faded away. He hadn’t yet thought about 

missing them.  

  

“Your draft registration letter came today,” his mother said on the phone. 

“My what?”   

“You know, you have to register for the draft when you turn eighteen. That’s next 

week.” 

Michael felt disobedient. “I’m not registering,” he declared. 

“You have to,” she pressed him. “It’s the law. You could go to jail.”  

“Only if they catch up with me,” he boasted. 

“Who’s been putting these ideas in your head?” 

“They just show up on their own. Can’t help it.” Then he grimaced and hung up.  

  

Michael and Lacey sat on her front porch around dusk. “So, how do you like 

Clarice?” 

“She’s nice.” 

“I know she’s nice. I asked if you liked her.” 

“I guess so.” 

“Well, that’s a start. You could invite her out, you know.”  

“You mean on a date? I told you, dates don’t work for me. I make a mess of 

everything.” 

“Well, how do you know that will happen with Clarice?” Lacey was not being 

confrontational. She was trying to be encouraging. 

“It just will.” 

“Not necessarily. You two got along well, and she likes you a lot.” 

Michael felt surprised. “She said that?” Lacey nodded. 

“So, why not ask her out?” 

“Where would we go?” 

“You could go to the park, or for a walk in the woods, or maybe out for ice cream. 

There’s a good ice cream store right up the avenue a few blocks from here.” 

“I can’t go there.” 

“Why?” 

“My parents and their friends- they all go shopping along the avenue.” 

“Oh, right. You can’t let them see you. You could take the trolley up to Mount Airy or 

even Chestnut Hill.” 

“Yeah. That’s an idea.” 

“You’ll ask her out, then?” she nudged. 

“I might.”  

Lacey grimaced and shrugged but did not say anything else. 

Michael had many opportunities. Clarice dropped by almost every day and spent an 

hour or two, but he still did not ask her out. She asked him as they were hanging out one 

afternoon. He was not surprised and said yes immediately. Clarice realized he had been 

waiting for her to do it but she did not know what to make of that.  



They rode the trolley north toward Mt. Airy a couple of days later. Michael sat next to 

Clarice and looked out the window. 

“Are you okay being with me?” she asked. 

“Sure,” he said. “What do you mean?” 

“Well, you’re white and I’m black. Haven’t you noticed the way people are looking at 

us?” 

“We’re just sitting together on the trolley. It’s not like we were a couple or anything.” 

“Oh, sure, it’s not like that at all!” Clarice wanted them to be a couple. Despite his 

shyness and hesitation, she liked him and accepted that he was awkward at times. He was 

new at this. So was she. 

  As they were talking one afternoon, she leaned forward and kissed him abruptly. He 

looked at her, shocked. She could not tell if he liked it or hated it and became worried. 

“Michael, I...” 

“Don’t say anything. Let’s just sit here together.” He touched her hand. She could tell 

he had wanted to do it for a while and felt flattered. Maybe he liked her but was too shy to 

express it. 

That was all they did, however. He asked her to leave a while later because he had to 

sleep before he went to work. His boss asked him to cover the night shift so he could take the 

night off. Michael was happy to do it. He felt tired of seeing the same customers every 

morning. 

Clarice suggested she come with him. They could spend more time together. Her 

mother would not mind. It was not going to be a date but it might be fun. He agreed 

reluctantly. 

Tony made a fuss over Clarice when they arrived at the newsstand. “So this is the 

little lady you’ve been telling me about? Nice to meet you.”  

Michael showed her around the newsstand after Tony left. It was bigger inside than it 

looked from outside. There were storage cabinets for candy and cigarettes. There was also a 

beat-up little chair that he offered her. She sat and read a newspaper. He rearranged 

everything the way he liked it. The sun was about to set and it had started to cool off.   

They started talking about a story in the newspaper, the war in Vietnam. She asked 

him what he thought about it. He confessed he did not know much about it. Then he asked 

her the same question. 

“My dad says it’s all a terrible mistake. He doesn’t think we should be over there.” 

Clarice paused. Then she asked, “Will you have to go into the army?” He shook his head. 

“Why not?” 

“I’m not going to register.” His answer surprised her. She became silent. Just then, 

someone called his name. He looked across the street and saw Uncle Fred walking toward the 

newsstand.  

“I heard you were working at a newsstand. This is nice.” He did not see Clarice on the 

chair at first. Then he noticed her. 

“Oh, Uncle Fred, this is my friend Clarice.” 

She immediately corrected him. “Girlfriend. Hi,” she said, smiling. Michael turned 

away from Uncle Fred to avoid eye contact. Fred did not seem to notice she was black 

perhaps because it was dusk. 

“So, how are your folks? Haven’t seen them since the spring.”   

“They’re okay. How about your family?” 

“The same. I have to get to the movies. Aunt Toni is waiting for me.” He waved 

goodbye and hurried away. 

Michael’s heart pounded. He took a few deep breaths to calm himself. Then he looked 

angrily at Clarice. “Girlfriend?” he asked. 



“Yes. I am. You know it, and you just won’t admit it.” She was right. She was his 

girlfriend and he did not want to admit it. 

Michael fantasized about them going further since her spontaneous kiss. It was the 

first time in his life the fantasy of being with a female had ever come close to becoming 

reality. He had never thought about it with Kathleen Davis because they had been together 

only briefly. He had not assumed Clarice felt the same way he did. Maybe her girlfriend 

comment meant she did. 

 

 


