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Disclaimer


Forgive my trespasses, unscrupulousness was part of my early story. At least I’ve changed all the names (except Dad, Mom, Yanni, and the pets). If owning our truth frees us, and frees others to own theirs, here we go. I was young, and—compared to more sheltered, protected, and sensible sorts—maybe a little far out.


Please understand that I have always scraped the bottom of my essence for the most compelling direction. It has been about the journey, the bite, and the unknown. And, ironically, some of the worst things are later on the best.


In the end, you can’t judge yesterday with today’s reason or appetite. And that’s what makes yesterday rich.




Prologue


May 1974


Whenever I was traveling, I always looked for him in airports, in European railway stations. That’s where I thought I’d see him again. We wouldn’t coincide at a party, I would never hear from a friend that he was in town; I’d hear he was in other towns, other countries. So I looked for him in airports and in odd, out of the way train stations, or on boats to islands.


Sometimes I’d spot him and stop dead. Then the man would turn slightly and it was a different profile. Occasionally I’d hurry after someone on the sidewalk, holding my breath. Then, getting close enough to call out his name, the man would turn squarely into my expectancy. Oh no…no.


Visiting dear Oma in New York City was trying. One never quite knew why it was so draining. Departure was the worst, something so chaotic about getting out of that apartment. Too many last words, too many wrapped parcels, too many last-minute items crammed into bulging shopping bags or into those old purple Bergdorf Goodman boxes, too many unwanted last-second mittens and slippers one was forced to accept and carry between the teeth to the elevator door.


That afternoon, finally escaping my doting granny, I managed to bungle myself onto the downtown subway, arriving in Penn Station with nine minutes to catch the Long Island train. Like a donkey beneath the baggage, I didn’t look as good as one, but stumbled along in the underground mob, anticipating the privacy of the back seat in the last car of the train. Approaching the juice stand, above where the stairs led down to the platforms, suddenly I saw him. For real. He was just picking up a suitcase, and the woman he was with was as long and as perfect as I’d expected her to be.


I’d heard he was coming in from Spain soon, with his German girlfriend. I’d hoped to see him after a phone call or at least after a bath. Not in Penn Station stew. Turning on my heels, I hobbled the other way, dodging commuters. He hadn’t seen me.


I had to find a ladies’ room to gain composure, and powder my elbows or something—as if I could eliminate Oma’s encircling aura. I couldn’t miss that train, though, that he’d also be taking; it was the last of the day.


It took a full five minutes to locate a restroom, and once locked in, I contemplated the filthy four-inch-square sink. With three and a half minutes left to get to the train, all I could really do was apply lipstick, wrap my head in a scarf, and hide my face with sunglasses. Feeling I’d blend in with the other passengers now, I pulled up my collar and did the Seventh Avenue shuffle back to the station, still transporting my grandmother’s ‘thrift store’ in those God forsaken shopping bags. Hardly able to walk under the load, I desperately scanned the crowd for a pauper. Seeing an old woman, I passed off one of the bags with a benevolent smile.


Rushing onto the train, I concaved into the first vacant seat. From deep inside my coat, I slowly peered around, relieved to find he wasn’t in that car. As the train eased out of the station, an uncomfortable anonymity settled into my throat. Suppose he walked into this car and looked straight at me. Would I just sit there and hope to go undetected? I could’ve been Richard Nixon under a disguise that thick. I would say something. I would probably have to say something… Meanwhile, I just sat there and watched the bouncing door in case he entered.


But it was weird knowing he was so near after all this time. I should go and greet him, for my nerves if nothing else. It even felt a little dishonest to any remaining friendship to pretend I hadn’t seen him.


At least I could now extricate myself from the baggage.


He didn’t recognize me as I walked down the aisle toward his seat. (Last chance to pass by incognito…) But I lifted the glasses. He was surprised; moved over so I could sit. We spoke. He asked, I answered—I asked, he answered. All was fondness, warmth, as if we hadn’t been through three years of global hide and seek, as if I was a friend.


[image: ]




PART I ~ FREE CANDY


- 1 -


Oma Corrupted Me


Durham, North Carolina, 1951


It was decided, by Dr. Spock and my over-achieved sister, that twelve months was a ripe old age to be weaned. Eighty-sixed from the milk supply, that dressed up like a secretary and marched out the door, I was left in the company of my cup-drinking sibling and Oma, my German grandmother. Unfamiliar with cows, vitamin D requirements, and life in general, I could draw no parallels between the sleepy elixir I got from Mom and the cold white stuff that wouldn’t stay in the cup I couldn’t hold.


As a psychologist, Dad agreed with Mom, Spock, my proof-of-the-fact sister, and Freud that baby bottles were bad. These man-made inventions would only promote later oral dependencies: thumb-sucking, nail-biting, gum-chewing, and chain-smoking. Baby bottles were for suckers, and as low on my parents’ list as candy, a word spelled not spoken in our house.


Oma, who lived down the hill and across the dirt road, there on the outskirts of Durham in the early ‘fifties, had a more lenient slant on most issues. She figured I was safe from nail-biting and gum-chewing because I had no teeth, chain-smoking because I had no cigarettes. And thumb-sucking, my one vice, would actually be counteracted by introduction to the fake nipple. She smuggled in a baby-bottle of warm milk under her sweater when she came to babysit.


I took a keen liking to this sneaky old lady, and leapt in my high-chair at the sound of her footsteps on the porch. Mom was thrilled at my rapid adjustment to her part-time job, and recommended Dr. Spock to other working mothers in the neighborhood. “But I don’t understand,” she confided to Oma, “why she won’t drink milk in a cup from me. She just cries and spills it on the floor… She must like being fed by you.”


“Yes, I sink so,” Oma replied, wishing Mom would take a powder because it was too warm for a sweater. “Zey fire you, you know, if you’re late.”


Then one day Oma didn’t come anymore. Mom stayed home. And to make matters worse, a thirsty little brother arrived. From God knows where. Clearly I was cut off for good and the only thing to do was move out.


“Mother! Mother!” Mom’s frantic voice came through Oma’s telephone, “I can’t find Wendy anywhere. I’m worried sick. I’ve been searching everywhere and calling her. Where can she be?!”


“Vell, you von’t believe zis,” Oma bounced me on her knee and I gripped the bottle tighter, “but she came over here.”


“But I didn’t see you come and get her.”


“She came alone.”


“That’s crazy, she can’t walk.”


“She didn’t valk, she crawled. I sink she love her old Oma very very much. Her hands and knees were coffered vis blood!”


“She crossed the road? She crawled down that long gravel driveway and crossed that dirt road?”


“I svear to Got in heaven she is right now here vis me!”


“What’s she doing?”


“She, uh, she drinks a cup of milk.”


“I’ll be right there.”


I was in no mood to relinquish the hard-earned prize, so it was Oma’s turn to panic. Never short of resources, though, or German chocolate, she popped a morsel into my mouth.


And that was the turning point of my life: I discovered religion. Sugar would be my guiding force, and Oma the church where I’d find it. My addiction to my grandmother was regarded by Mom and Dad as a sweet affiliation—they didn’t guess how sweet—and everything was divine.
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Littlefield, Ohio, 1957


Then we moved and Oma didn’t.


So I turned to crime.


Raisin bread was the best thing you could find in our kitchen. So, at age seven, while wrestling with both the concept of honesty and the sugar blues, as a daily ritual I’d go into the neighborhood drug store and stand in front of the gum machine salivating. When no one was looking, I’d toy with the handle to no avail, or stare scientifically into the coin slot to invent a method for recycling those idle pennies inside. My primal impulse was to bash the glass bubble, grab all the gum I could, and make for the door. But how could I? So I’d go home, giving the gum machine a last longing look over my shoulder.


One day I gave the machine an ‘I’ll be right back’ look and ran all the way home. “Do we have any cardboard?” I asked my mother, with a trace of urgency. She gave me a square of cardboard that looked just about right. “Mommy, can I borrow a penny, just a penny, I’ll give it right back to you, I’m not gonna buy gum?”


“Okay,” she agreed, without the usual song and dance, and handed me the penny.


“And a pencil? And a scissors?”


“Here you go.” She gave me all the tools. “What’re you making?”


“Money.” I hated to blow it like that, but she’d be watching for sure as long as I had the big scissors.


“Oh,” she said. Then, to my amazement, she walked away.


“What a great mother,” I thought. The upside to having avantguard parents was that they believed their high ideals were transferred by association to their off-spring.


The cardboard was perfect, the same thickness as the penny. I was joyous, thinking about gum, how good it tastes. I traced the penny onto the cardboard, making row upon row of new money, then tackled the laborious cutting. My thumb was killing me, but I needed the capital. When I was done, I decided to hold onto the real penny a little longer just to have some cash on me if I got busted. Putting the fresh counterfeit into a little purse, I set out.


Nobody ever noticed me in that shop, but still I had to be careful. I walked casually in and nonchalantly over to the machine, as always. Even more nonchalantly. I made sure my back was between their eyes and the coin slot—in case they suddenly took interest—and inserted a cardboard penny. It fit fine. I turned the knob. It turned fine. It went all the way around, and I was tasting victory… but no gum came out. And after a full revolution, the cardboard penny was still there. So I tried a different slug. Same problem. “Then they’re not thick enough maybe,” I thought, “even though they look thick enough.” And I squished in another one on top of the first, making one real fat penny, and turned the knob again. It didn’t turn as easily this time so I used both hands and turned with all my might. It went about halfway around and then got stuck. Then, no matter how hard I tried to turn it, it wouldn’t go either way.


The combination of frustration and temptation finally got the better of me and I decided I’d brave the wrath of my mother later for one piece of gum now. (Addiction trumps honesty.) Anyway, maybe she’d forget about the loan. I went over to the man behind the counter and said in an annoyed voice, “Someone put fake money in the gum machine, and now I can’t get any gum.” I held up my real penny meaningfully.


“Did they?” He smiled and walked with me over to the machine, “Let’s take a look.” Sure enough, someone had definitely jammed cardboard money into the coin slot. He tried to turn the knob, and he couldn’t do it either. So he gave a mighty thrust, and with a rattle and a shake, the knob turned. But so did something else. The man and I both stood back wide-eyed as a waterfall of gum came showering out the hole like confetti, spilling all over the floor and rolling in every direction.


“Oh my goodness,” I said.


Finally it stopped. The machine was empty. “Well, well,” said the man, looking at the mess. Then he looked at me, still standing there with my penny. I may have been foaming at the mouth. “You can have the gum if you want.”


“I can?” I had to control my ecstasy. “It’s not too dirty, is it?” I asked in such a way that forced him to say, “No, I don’t think so.”


“I’ll get a box for you,” he added, and disappeared.


I was dumbfounded. My ship had come in. How had such wickedness been so richly rewarded? Ah, proof that my religion worked—you just gotta believe! The man returned with a shoe-box that I wasted no time filling. Then I thanked him, made a remark about how dumb can a person be to think cardboard money would work, and headed home, stopping every five steps to admire and sample my hoard.


At home, I went straight to my room and carefully hid the ten-year stash, then went to find Mom. “Here’s your penny,” I gave it back to her.


“Did you buy anything with the money you made?” She was smiling, but I couldn’t tell whether she was serious.


“No. Crumb. It didn’t work.”
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In second grade, two things happened.


One: Our entire family (now numbering five kids with teeth and one without) visited the dentist. “I’ve never seen children with such beautiful teeth,” the dentist was genuinely impressed (a mother’s finest moment). “Four of them have absolutely perfect sets, not a single cavity.”


“Only four?” Mom raised an eyebrow.


“Yes, it’s inexplicable…your second daughter has twenty-four cavities.” I spent the next few months under tight surveillance and under the influence of novocaine, while my nickel-a-week was reduced to a penny that went straight to a savings account to prevent tooth decay.


Two: Judy Wilson. Even on lock-down, I had to support my habit. I would’ve bettered my counterfeit technique had I not met Judy Wilson. I could tell by her Tootsie Rolls at lunchtime that we were going to be friends.


Judy led the privileged existence of having a working mother—her kitchen was unsupervised after school. And her mother believed in cookies. But not as many as me and Judy, so we accidentally broke Judy’s sister’s piggy bank and took our business to the candy store. It was so wonderful to walk out with a bagful of heaven that we agreed to set aside a portion of each day for reverent replenishment of our blood sugar. The following day we tackled my sister’s piggy bank, then raced back to our place of worship.


When my sister, Cara, spied her hog half empty, she reported the theft to local authorities downstairs. It was then decreed that I would have no more association with a) money, and b) Judy’s bad influence (her mother was divorced). Judy could still come to my house, for peanut butter sandwiches and general guidance, but I couldn’t go to hers. And, from now on, my sister would handle all school-related expenses on my behalf, until the dentist verified I’d changed my ways. A loyal friend, Judy stomached the whole wheat bread and apples like a trooper, but we were both cold turkey.


It was Judy’s mother, ironically, who finally came up with a permanent solution to not only the immediate problem but a host of future ones. One evening, Judy and her mother went to a carnival. “Wait for me right here by this game booth,” Mrs. Wilson said. “I’ll be right back.”


“Okay, Mommy. Where’re you going?”


“Just to the ladies’ room, dear,” she turned to go. “And don’t steal any pens.”


“What pens?” Judy wondered, shocked at the warning—she would never dream of stealing outside the family. She turned to see a jar of brightly colored pens on the counter beside her and promptly stole one. No one saw her do it, no one would ever miss it, and no one would ever catch her. She showed it to me the next day and we studied it and each other as the impact of the simple accomplishment blew the doors off the eighth commandment. And from that moment, money lost all significance.


I could comprehend the torture of the dentist’s drill: though my baby teeth were going to fall out anyway, I deserved the pain, or something like that. And I tried to understand other punishments like piano lessons. But Sunday school was beyond me. The pancakes before it were righteous, the roast beef and gravy later were manageable, but sitting in a pew (who thought up that name?) and ‘offering’ precious nickels and dimes were against my religion. “Anyone can be like Jesus,” I whined to Mom, “but who wants to? It’s no fun.”


Mom replied that there was great enjoyment in being good and that maybe if I tried harder I’d understand what she meant.


But I couldn’t think of a single good behavior that would lead to high adventure or candy, and neither could Judy. We’d seriously considered it before her mother taught us to steal. So by the time our filching operations were getting streamlined, our rationalizations were pretty smooth, too: stealing was fun and therefore good because goodness was bad because it was boring. So life became exciting and Sunday ordeals were at least neutralized by Aunt Jemima.


I grew adept at my craft. And though Judy Wilson and Little-field, Ohio were in my wake by age nine, America was bursting at the seams with candy counters and willing apprentices. Everything took a back seat to my chosen walk of life. Teachers echoed my mother, “You could be such a good student if you’d just try harder.”


“Anybody can be a good student. Being a good student is boring.” Anyway, you don’t need math if you don’t need money. After school was when I came to life; that’s when I was committed and ingenious.
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- 2 -


Up the Island, Up the River


Long Island, 1961


Adolescence started making demands along with my hypoglycemia, so I let my fingers do the walking in the Five and Ten, trying my luck with nail polish, mascara, and flowered bathing caps (the rage). Though previously an enemy and even a Christian, my older sister, Cara, was now in my club—she couldn’t get bathing caps any other way, they cost five dollars.


There was no end in sight. The world was literally at my fingertips. Though dishonest about where I’d been, and generally dodgy with my parents, I appeared somewhat normal. Except at dinner. “I’m not hungry,” I’d insist, seizing the opportunity to be truthful. I was skinny and nervous like any substance-abuser and filled to the larynx with Mars bars, but my parents just wrote me off as the runt of the litter, and held discreet meetings regarding whether or not I’d ‘make it.’ I didn’t enjoy worrying them, though, nor a two-hour stalemate with a portion of peas contracted to leave the table inside my body. Luckily, Freud, our dog, wasn’t fussy and knew his place under the table. About mid-meal, he’d nose my knee and I’d dumb-waiter the veggies to him. “What about dessert?” one might well ask. Answer: dessert was spelled not eaten in our house.


Aside from poor Cara, I’d also managed to corrupt a new friend who lived next-door. And my mother’s casual observation one afternoon, “I wonder what that police car’s doing in the Fontinis’ driveway,” had me and Cara feverishly packing for Australia. A phone call followed, that we listened to from our hide-out. Cara was reminding me through tears that it was my fault, and I was silently explaining to Jesus that I hadn’t really meant He was boring, and that I knew the nickels and dimes on my father’s bureau didn’t belong to me and that they should be earned by ironing shirts. I told Him I’d give Him fifty cents next Sunday if He could please forget that I gave two Parcheesi pieces last week. As Mom and Dad called our names, we tried to summon the lies we’d rehearsed for if we ever got caught.


Our parents were basically heartbroken. Their two eldest children, the ones most familiar with lofty life principles, had turned out to be two-bit larcenists. They calmly refrained from eliminating us, opting instead for the humiliation method. We each had to send a dollar in an envelope to all the stores we’d stolen candy from and five dollars to the Five and Ten for the bathing caps. In each envelope, we were to enclose a note. So places like the A & P got anonymous contributions with blunt explanations, “For The Candy,” “For The Bathing Cap.” We were ironing for weeks, the family never looked so pressed before or since. The punishment was meant to cure us permanently. And it might have had we stayed in that small town.
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Up the Island, 1962


I wasn’t really a hardened criminal, just couldn’t live within my means. Now, suddenly we were surrounded by shopping centers. Twelve years old and surrounded by shopping centers? All of thirteen, Cara moved on to grown-up sports like beer-drinking, but I didn’t have a choice…I had to get my daily fix, and it takes time to get established as a babysitter. So roving from mall to mall, I was able to resume my Hershey’s diet without missing a beat. In fact, this new turf was proving quite fertile.


As expected, Cara again came ‘round to my viewpoint…when I refused to share my frosty lipstick. And we were just branching into 45’s (records, not guns) and accessories when we had another unfortunate run-in. A librarian-like woman approached me in Woolworth’s one afternoon and politely asked if I was shopping or shoplifting. She was hardly the type to confide in, so I said, “Shopping.”


“Then where’s that pink nail polish you had in your hand?”


“I put it back.”


“Show it to me.” I led her to the stand and pointed to another nail polish like the one in my handbag. “Let me look in your purse,” she said firmly.


Who was this character anyway? A fellow thief had recently told me that it was illegal for a store to search your personal belongings, and the only way to catch you was as you were actually walking out the door with the goods. “No,” I said to the lady.


“Your two friends have already admitted to shoplifting,” the old prune nodded to where Cara and our friend Belinda were standing sheepishly, with assorted cosmetics in their lunch-hooks.


Great. Oh well, at least we were in it together.


Mom and Dad were less diplomatic this time. We were beaten. And grounded forever. My dreams were shot. Imagine sailing around the world in your bedroom. Imagine Rhett Butler ever finding you in your bedroom…


The redeeming thing about parents, though, is that they forget. And of course baby-sitting was allowed, so we became proficient at diaper-changing, and before I perished of glucose deprivation, things returned to normal. I just avoided Woolworth’s.


Didn’t avoid Macy’s though, or Abraham & Strauss. I give them full credit for my “best dressed” award senior year. Those places were like closets to me, I’d stop in sometimes just to change clothes. Everything I had was technically theirs, so it wasn’t far-fetched to exchange old goods for new. Stealing clothes wasn’t easy, but no other suburban pastime affected the adrenalin so directly—this was before glue-sniffing—so we had to stick with it, heed its calling…or get pregnant. In a word, the only way to stay a good kid was to be a bad kid. So Belinda and I were rotten to the core, but we looked terrific.


Simply snatching things was risky in department stores, except for small items, but no one had a clue that half the store was being sucked into a black hole marked “fitting rooms.” In these unmonitored stalls, it was a numbers game. They’d hand you a plastic ‘1’ or ‘2’ or ‘3’ as you entered to try on clothes. So we’d snoop around the dressing rooms for stray garments to carry out in place of the ones now in our satchels. Or we’d part with something we were wearing—an old t-shirt stashed between two velvet dresses was Belinda’s stroke of genius, or another velvet dress we’d had for a week. Another method of Belinda’s, that I never had the patience for, was to spend an evening at home knocking out a batch of ‘dresses’ (two lengths of fabric sewn together) and smuggle them into the store as wampum. You could pass almost anything under the unassuming nose of a saleslady. “Oh, I’ll take them back out to the rack myself,” Belinda would beatifically volunteer.


We filched those number cards whenever possible; they were like gold, especially the 1’s and 2’s—then you could enter the dressing room with four items and exit with one or two. Plastic 3’s and 4’s, that we ended up with by default, were less useful—even problematic once we got home. “What are all those 3’s and 4’s in your room?” an observant matriarch might probe.


“The new math, Mom.”


There was no down-side to being a shoplifter. Maybe slight peer group wonder and parental concern as to how we financed our expensive tastes, but the lies were as polished as the acquisition techniques.
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Up the Island, 1968


Then, just at the age when it might’ve become awkward to be a rip-off artist (eighteen), lo, stealing became the fashion. Suddenly, institutions like Macy’s were “corporate pigs,” and the more you could get, the more points for our side. Anything in the hands of “the system” was better off in the hands of us, the love children, the ones with the pure vision of a perfect world.


One late-summer Saturday, I decided to prepare myself for my freshman year of college. Shoeless, braless, and careless, I carried an empty shoulder bag into Abraham & Strauss. Thinking I might be actually using money in college, the first thing I stole was a wallet. After scoring socks and underwear, I then perused the sportswear section.


When the bag grew heavy, I went out to the car, off-loaded the loot onto the back seat, transferred my I.D. to the new wallet, then resumed my spree. As the second load became cumbersome, I decided to call it a day, and strolled out. Halfway around in the revolving door, an arm gently gripped mine. “Come with me,” said a female voice, and around we went, back into the store.


“What is it?” I asked innocently. Uh-oh, ‘up the river,’ the place where bad kids from NYC and Long Island were sent, was suddenly looking real…if I even still qualified as a juvenile. At eighteen, it might be the Big House.


“You’re amazing,” the rather nice woman looked me straight in the face. “I’ve been watching you.”


“What d’you mean?”


She wasn’t letting go of my arm. “The clothes,” she said, nodding at the recycled A & S shopping bag in my arms.


“Oh……I’ll put them back,” I offered quickly. Maybe she was as nice as she looked.


“Yes, you’ll put it all back…but first you have to go to the office.”


“Oh dear.” She was steering me toward God knew what tribunal. “I’m really sorry. I know I shouldn’t have done it.”


“I’m sorry, too,” she sympathized. “Now—you have a car, don’t you?”


“Yes.” (I’d save my lies for ‘the office.’)


“Let’s go out to your car and see if there’s anything in it you have stolen from this store.”


Oy. “Why don’t I just give you back the stuff and we’ll let bygones be bygones?”


“I’m sorry, but I’m hired to protect the store. I wouldn’t be doing my job if I let you go.” At my car, she summarily repossessed the garments, then ushered me and all the booty into a back door, down some hallways, and into a grim anti-room probably affixed to a torture chamber. I then waited as she conversed with a male voice in the doom-room (after requesting I lift up my dress to prove I wasn’t layered in lingerie underneath).


Summoned before the boss now, I saw my ex-new clothes stacked and folded on a desk. A not unpleasant man in a suit had itemized them by description and price. Now he was scrutinizing me. “This is quite a heist,” he sighed finally. “How’d you do it?”


Fat chance I’d divulge trade secrets. With tears of regret, I explained that I’d never before stolen anything. “And I never would have,” I went on, “but the cashier lines are so long in this store… I was standing on line with a sweater and I was waiting and waiting, and then…I don’t know what got into me, but suddenly I just took it.”


“Well, that explains one sweater. What about the rest?”


“Well, then I…I…I guess I just went crazy.”


“I guess you did. We’ve had some real professionals who haven’t compared to this.” But he could see that I was honest, and when he learned I was only seventeen (though I couldn’t find any I.D. in my wallet), he said he wouldn’t take any legal measures. He definitely wanted a word with my parents though. TODAY. “What’s your phone number? I’ll call them now,” he said.


“They’re not home,” I said truthfully and gratefully.


“When will they be home?”


“Late this afternoon.”


“Okay, I want you to tell them what happened and have one of them call me here before closing time today. Since you’re a minor, and you’ve never stolen anything before, I’ll leave the matter in their hands. But if they don’t call today, I’ll have to follow the customary procedures.”


“They’ll call you. I’ll tell them.”


Knowing that my parents’ measures would be worse than anything ordained by the State of New York was almost as unsettling as having no new clothes. Macy’s was on my way home though, so I recovered some of the losses.


But the afternoon was almost over. I phoned Belinda with my bleak tale and asked her advice. “Disappear,” was her solution. And if a better idea didn’t materialize fast, I might have to.


“Hello, this is Mrs. Raebeck. I’m calling about the, uh, shoplifting incident earlier today.”


“Hello, Mrs. Raebeck. Thank you for calling. I assume your daughter told you what happened.”


“Yes, I’m shocked. I am so sorry. And humiliated… I really don’t know how to apologize for her. I’m very disappointed. I had no idea she would ever do such a thing.”


“Well, she said it was the first time.”


“How do we know it was the first time?”


“Kids sometimes do these things. I don’t think it’s anything to get too worried about.”


“I’m extremely upset. I must be giving her too much freedom. I’ll have to punish her severely.”


“Don’t be too hard on her, Mrs. Raebeck. She’s very sorry, you know; and she’s really a nice girl. She’s not at all like the usual type of person we pick up for shoplifting. I’m sure she’ll never do it again.”


“Well, I don’t know.” A long pause. “It’s so very disappointing.”


“I think she’s learned her lesson. Don’t be too hard on her.”


“Well…thank you for being so understanding. I’ll think about it. But please do accept my most sincere apologies.”


Belinda was the only one who ever knew that I imitated my mother’s voice.


[image: ]




- 3 -


Space in the Heart


Eastern Long Island, summer 1968


The sea was wide and high, the beach white and personal. I didn’t need anybody. I was as essential as the land and ocean. It was ripe August, the sky was cool, the sun hot. My skin was dark and felt coarse and grainy like the sand. It belonged, it absorbed the salt water like food. My hair hung in uncombed scraggles, blonde from the sun. My nose was peeling. I lay on the frayed red towel of recent summers, in the worn red suit that was a trusty friend.


Around me and in the water were surfers, friends. One called Fatty, who wasn’t fat, and Gene, were my pals there. We had fun, but they couldn’t figure out why I was a virgin. The summer was flying past. We worked in restaurants and bars, danced at night, and spent our days on the beach.


That afternoon was a hum, no one coming or going, just being there wet against the burning sand. I was lying alone on my stomach, idly watching two shepherd dogs playing. Behind them sat a group of people. Someone from the cluster got up and came toward me. The white shepherd dropped everything to follow, and they arrived together and sat down. “My name is Jonah Rosa,” the guy said, “and this is my dog, Sassafras.”


I looked up into a pair of yellow sunglasses, pointless for the beach, and behind them two deep round eyes, direct and dark. The face was unusual, Mediterranean, not that of a surfer.


“Oh,” I said. He stayed a few minutes, chatting lightly, then went back. I remained somewhat aloof since he was older and didn’t really fit the jams-and-surfboard theme of the summer of ‘sixty-eight.


I worked in a diner from five to midnight. So did Frances, my good friend. Everyone stopped in late at night because it never closed. Everyone including this Jonah, who even invited me to come listen to his band after work (playing guitar was his driving force). But watching musicians practice held little appeal to dancing fools like me and Frances; ten minutes of that was all we could handle. And this Jonah guy was too serious.
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May 1969


In May of 1969, my amazing mother died. Though I’d had to hoodwink her since babyhood, I cherished her beyond words, respected her, and knew she was right about most things. And though she over-estimated my honesty, and gave me more freedom than I could wholesomely handle, and though she had shortcomings of her own, she was witty and brilliant, forgiving, ever-present, and devoted like the sky is to the earth. For better or worse, she was there for us. We were her life, and she was ours. Her heart had no boundaries, her lights were always on, and she never showed her pain.


And though I could never convince her of the value of chocolate, that issue shrunk to nothing beside the vacuum of her death. The world was empty. And there was no answer, no solace, no fixes of any kind.


Time, I was told, was my only hope, but I didn’t believe it. So I floundered in endless space. The floor beneath me was paper. And everything I said or did that appeared to be ordinary—like walking down the street or driving to a store—was a pretense. I wasn’t with the living, I was with the dead.


But each member of our family would continue because we had to… We needed each other as we never had before.
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July 1969


I was slaving away to save money because in October I was going to set sail. As a college sophomore, I’d been accepted by Semester at Sea, a floating school heading to seventeen countries. I waitressed myself into a frenzy, serving snacks and cocktails at a cabaret theater from five to midnight then dashing next door to the diner—struggling into my white dress in transit—to serve burgers from midnight to seven a.m. All the theater-goers bee-lined straight for the diner after the show, so of course I’d wait on them again. Being a waitress was bad enough, but sequential humiliation? “What do you really do?” patrons plagued me endlessly, suggesting I was already failing at life mere moments past my nineteenth birthday.


“I’m REALLY a waitress,” I’d say. Or sometimes I’d pretend to be twins.


At seven in the morning, I’d stumble out of the diner and often drive right to the beach, struggling into my bathing suit in transit. At the early empty beach, I’d collapse against a dune and sleep till noon, then ride waves till it was show-time again.


Eddie Sherman was a perennial bartender who kept tabs on everybody. He was a gossip column, a rumor on the rocks. He loved the girls but they never fell for him—the chubby carrot-top in the cartoons. He was too red-haired, his glasses too round. Keen and outrageous though, he knew the latest scandal before even the participants, and it was his pleasure to inform the world at the top of his lungs, when the bar was shoulder-to-shoulder with scandalees. I liked Eddie.


On a rare night off, Frances and I strolled into Smitty’s. It was late August, late night. Frances saw a boyfriend on the porch and sat down. I meandered in toward the bar. “Ah-ha! Just the little girl for my plan!” cackled Eddie. Everyone turned as I distrustfully approached. He then confided the scheme to me and the entire alehouse. “Do you remember Jonah Rosa?”


“Jonah Rosa? …No.”


“You don’t remember him? Well he remembers you. Didn’t you meet at the beach? Plays guitar, international playboy, Spanish gypsy?”


“Wait a minute…I think I know who you mean.” (The Spanish-gypsy-playboy part had not been my interpretation.) “Does he wear yellow sunglasses?”


“You got it. Rides a motorcycle, handsome, beautiful—”


“I know who you mean.”


“Anyway, he’s back. And he’s looking for a skinny little blonde-haired creature just like you. Or preferably a few years younger.”


“Send him over to my father’s house. My sisters are fourteen and fifteen.”


“No, you’ll suffice. He’s staying at my house, so I told him I’d bring you over for him.”


“Oh charming, Eddie. Well, I’m not interested. You have to arrange his social life for him?”


“He was here earlier, but got tired and went home to sleep. He just came in from Spain today. Maybe he’ll take you with him next time. You’ll make the perfect pair—I can’t wait.”


“Eddie, you’re ridiculous.” I went out to the porch.


Abe was sitting on the steps. He lived at Eddie’s, too. He was a big guy, who ate a dozen eggs for breakfast with a pound of bacon and two Entenmann’s cakes for dessert. Always wore a cowboy hat. Lying at his feet was a white shepherd dog who looked up as I sat down. “That’s Sassafras,” said Abe.


“Sassafras? Oh, that’s Jonah’s dog.”


“That’s my dog,” Abe said possessively.


“Was he ever Jonah’s dog?”


“Never was Jonah’s dog, always was my dog. Right, Sass?” The dog raised an ear. “Oh, they hang out together—Jonah likes to think Sass is his dog, but Sass is my doggy, right, boy?” Sass raised an ear.


Frances had left with her boyfriend and it was getting late. I made a ‘ready to move on’ gesture and Abe said, “Don’t you want to come over and help us with this?” he pulled a thick joint from his shirt pocket. “Jonah brought some great hash back from Ibiza.”


“Well, I‘d like to, but Eddie’s trying to match me up with him and I know he’ll make a scene, so I better skip it.”


“Well, I just came from the house and Jonah’s sound asleep upstairs.”


“Oh yeah? Are you sure?”


The Voice then quaked the night, “Is Wendy still out there? She didn’t escape, did she?” Eddie appeared in the lit doorway, “So you’re gonna come? I knew you couldn’t resist. Jonah always gets what he wants.”


“Abe says Jonah’s asleep, so it may be safe to stop in for a quick smoke.”


“He won’t be sleeping for long,” Eddie raised his eyebrows twice, then went to clean up the bar.


I looked hesitantly at Abe. “Eddie won’t wake him up,” he assured me. “And Jonah’s out cold.”


Abe and I arrived first. The house was quiet. We poured some wine and put on a record. Eddie appeared shortly, then to my horror, tornadoed up the stairs calling Jonah’s name. Too late to flee, I could only hope for the best. But Eddie soon descended in defeat—Jonah wouldn’t get up. “This whole thing is in your imagination,” I said to him, relieved.


Next day I woke late in the splendor of my bedroom. The sky was blue, so I went down to the beach near home. John, a friend from the previous summer, met me there, and we lay in the sand as the afternoon rolled past. Gazing toward the parking lot hours later, I saw a familiar red jeep pull up. Out of it jumped Eddie, who’d never been to this beach in his life. “Oh no,” I shuttered. Then out the other side hopped Jonah. “Oh no-o.”


I was momentarily comforted as they walked the other way toward the hot-dog stand. But once armed with food, they spun around and began scanning the beach. We were over to one side, but Eddie’s piercing peepers plucked me out of the panorama, and the two marched in our direction. They’d shy away at the sight of John, I figured.


But for Eddie, John was added incentive. “Well, well, well,” the town-crier called from afar, “what a coincidence! Look who’s here—Little Wendy Raebeck.” They arrived to tower above us. “Wendy, I’d like you to meet Jonah Rosa.”


I looked at Jonah, still sporting the sunflower shades, and he at me. “We’ve met,” I said. “This is John.” Jonah plopped down onto the sand as though we’d been waiting for him.


Eddie spotted Frances and my delicious sisters, and trotted off to harass them as John and I regarded this unsummoned arrival, now in no rush to leave our cool company. “Don’t yellow sunglasses sort of defeat the purpose?” I asked.


“They’re great on bikes at night,” was Jonah’s reply. “You can see much more.”


With no discomposure, it took only minutes for him to ignite a conversation about how what you’ve been through takes you up to where you are, drawing diagrams in the sand to illustrate the philosophical journey. And he somehow managed to hold us where his finger met the sand, emphasizing a power of the moment. His talk of travel became transient and even poetic. John and I were allured into his revelations, where life seemed vital and immediate. And where everyday thought was compelling, and everything belonged. Spinning a web around himself, he didn’t seem to care where he was or who he was talking to.


He didn’t stop, and we didn’t really want him to. And eventually we reached a level, as in a climb. A smile all around. Jonah went in for a swim, then came back up the sand, wet and shivering. His body had a rightness about it—proportion and strong leanness. I noticed a long scar, an old one, running down his abdomen. Then he lay back down in the warm sand on his stomach.


In the background, all the lovelies were readying to go home now. Eddie, too, was picking up his towel. “Jonah,” he called across the beach, “I’m leaving.” He cast a proud match-maker wink at me behind Jonah’s back as he strolled by with the girls.


“Can you drive me home later?” Jonah asked me.


“Okay.” We were friends now.


Jonah, John, and I locked back into our session. So far the conversation had been triangular and fair. Sensing a common essence, every word expanded as we spoke. Jonah’s mind had begun to feel earthy and familiar to me. I knew the place he spoke from and felt barefoot in his discoveries, grasping his meaning almost too soon.


Now the sun was going down. “Let’s all go to my house,” I suggested.


John and I both had cars, so Jonah came in mine.


“Do you want a shower?” I offered them back at the house.


“Love one,” said Jonah.


“I really have to go,” John said. Now it was awkward. I pointed Jonah toward the shower, then turned to John. “I’m sorry you have to go.” We were both surprised by Jonah’s staying power.


I took a shower myself then found Jonah in the kitchen, eating cookies with Mimi and Lily, and listening to the latter’s exposition on the shortcomings of contemporary education. She was fourteen, earnest in what she considered her dilemma, and accurate in her observations. And Jonah was telling them about Siddhartha, the way Siddhartha learned. He’d recently read the book. “It was the first book I ever read,” he said. “I always thought reading was a waste of time until someone gave me that book. Now I want to read everything.”


“How old are you?” Lily asked in astonishment.


“Twenty-six.”


“Didn’t you have to read books in high school?”


“I didn’t bother; I knew I wasn’t long for the place. My parents sent me to a tight-ass boarding school in Colorado because I was too much trouble at home. One morning I woke up—fresh snow on the Rockies, beautiful powder—I put my skis over my shoulder and walked straight out of there. I wanted to ski. I didn’t need books. I didn’t need teachers. The mountains could teach me everything I needed to know. My parents went insane when they heard I disappeared, but they couldn’t get me to go back. So, finito la musica.”
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Jonah


Fall 1969


In the wake of my mother’s death, I was lost at sea, searching for beams from any and all lighthouses…


Jonah was interesting, but older and not really connected to this beachy world of ours. His parents had a house here, but he was parachuting in from somewhere else, who knew where.


The morning after he crashed my date with John, a vehicle came blazing into the family driveway. With six relations plus two resident friends, one never knew who would next appear. I approached the screen door for a look, as that eager red Jeep came to a sharp stop and out bounced Jonah.


I stepped onto the porch as he sprung up the steps holding a slim paperback book. Like passing the stick in a relay race, he thrust it into my hands. “I don’t want to see you again till you’ve read this.”


I regarded the cover, ‘Siddhartha, by Hermann Hesse.’ I looked up, but, mission complete, Jonah was on his way. The jeep backed out, going for the gold, and I noted that the book was at least a short one.


Intrigued by both Hermann and Jonah, and not due at work till five, I rolled my assignment into my red towel and walked down to the beach. Scouting out a secluded dune, I hunkered in for a long read. What was it Jonah needed me to know?


As the sun glazed from east to west, I journeyed from west to east—to India, where I walked the soulful path of Siddhartha, an affirmative, fresh look into awareness and connection to source. Was I reading about Jonah, too? That spirituality mattered to him enhanced his profile. As bright and robust as my surfer friends were, the Far East for them was the Far East end of Long Island.


Jonah was slim, agile, restless, and excitable. He smoked unfiltered cigarettes, rode motorcycles, and was ever alert and poised for take-off. According to Eddie Sherman, who knew ‘everything,’ nobody was good enough for the guy. He was the privileged, olive-skinned off-shoot of a renowned Spanish actor, and he held the keys to Europe.


In the other corner, we have this saucy nineteen-year-old ready for the universe, but grieving her mother’s death. She’s had one lover (two months ago). Then here comes this outsider, seven years older, who mocks the ordinary, seeks the extraordinary, and seems to say, “Come with me.”


After adjusting to the fact that he didn’t have a surfboard, I noticed Jonah was kind of cute. Not beach-y or collegiate, but a ramblin’ musician with Mediterranean spice, round brown eyes, and a fetching smile he used sparingly.


The guys around town this summer were in no position to sweep someone off her feet—they had to finish college and show up at their summer jobs. Jonah, meanwhile, having denounced even high school, was sweeping double-time. When he showed up, the competition was more or less vaporized. Plus they all had to leave for school and Jonah didn’t. He waited for me to take the bait.


Since initially he wasn’t even my type, I remained guarded. But one night as we stood face to face in a doorway of Eddie’s house, I let it go. Then everything that had happened before meeting him faded and my life seemed to start over…


But he was leaving for Mexico the next day, and from there he’d be in New York City, then Spain, then Austria. So, for me, the physical part would have to wait. Emotionally, though, we both crossed the line. Something big and new and undeniable had selected us, signed us up for something together.


The next morning I woke before he did. He’d given me his winter address in Austria the night before, and my ship would be sailing in that direction. Now he was sleeping and I left him that way.


I continued waitressing for my shipboard tuition. It would be worth every penny to visit seventeen different countries while getting college credit. I had only one more month of burgers and juke boxes and wishing I was paid by the mile. At least it was September, and stunning beach days evened out the smoky, tip-counting nights. I could have worried and wondered about Jonah, but he was under my skin. Even when Eddie told me he was back in New York, and he hadn’t come out to Long Island but only asked about me, I knew he loved me. I didn’t need to second guess him.


Eddie was now gloating. But possibly concerned a little, too. He knew he’d fed me to the lions—I may be Jonah’s physical type, but I was scarcely 19; Jonah, 27, had been around the block many times.


Mid-October the ship sailed from New York City. Crystal night of acute goodbyes. A sad family saw me off—one more leaving at a bad time. But there was renewal for me—I was off to see the world. And Jonah. The ship would be in Venice, Italy in a month—that would be the closest it would get to Jonah’s Austrian Alps.
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After stops in Istanbul and Greece, it was dawn when we languidly drifted into the unreal Venice mist. The morning was exquisite, like tears, and the fog still clung lightly as the city inched towards us. I’d been up for hours and stood on the deck squinting at the floating city, searching the water’s edge for the place we’d dock. It was seven a.m., November, crisp, chilly, European, and exactly where I wanted to be.


In a 500-foot ocean liner, docking is a delicate operation, particularly in a city below sea level. As I leaned out over the railing, gazing at the liquid mystery city and the people on the quay down below, suddenly I saw Jonah, who saw me at the same moment, neither of us quite believing it. We hadn’t made a plan to meet.


“Get the hell off that boat!” he shouted.


In orderly fashion, students were lining up for their passports to disembark, as a teacher supervised the exodus. Involuntarily, I grabbed his coat, “I’ve got to get off first! I’ll go crazy if I have to wait on this line.” A few friends in the know vouched for my sincerity and the teacher transplanted me in front as the ship’s big doors cranked opened. Walking steadily down the gangplank toward the waiting crowd, I didn’t look right or left, but as my foot touched shore, two arms pulled me into them and Jonah was spinning me around and around. I was gone forever, lost in the middle of the world with him. Somewhere, somehow, we were there together. It could’ve been anywhere. There was nothing but the two of us. Spinning around and around.


But it happened to be Venice, so we hopped in a gondola. He happened to have a Jeep and I happened to have a week, so we left instantly for Austria where he was spending the winter, impatiently waiting for ski season.


We drove for hours and hours into the night. The Jeep had no windows and no heat, so the snow and black night gushed in, but we couldn’t care. We laughed about everything, not believing life could be so fine. “I can’t believe you were standing there,” I said for the tenth time.


“You should’ve known I’d be there,” he replied for the tenth time. And, of course, secretly…I had known.


The two months hadn’t mattered, we were deliriously in sync. This was as good as it gets. “I wouldn’t care if the Jeep fell off a cliff right now,” I told him. (And there was reason to fear it with him at the wheel.)


“I would care only because you might get hurt,” he answered.


“But, I mean, death… I wouldn’t mind dying right now. It wouldn’t matter at all. It might even feel good.”


“Yes, it might even feel great.”


We laughed.


We now had a week. A precious week of total us and anywhere our hearts took us. We were willing to risk everything. We had to, now that we’d met. And especially now that we’d found each other in a better place still. This week would cushion us and let us find out…


But it was scary. We had yet to make love. He had yet to realize how young I was; I had to learn he wasn’t perfect. He had to find out that I wasn’t going to stay, that I’d go back to the ship. I had to discover his pain about his art, his music. And we both had to grapple with the concept of needing someone.


He told me he needed me, and it wasn’t until years later that I understood the level. I really didn’t need him there and then, just to know he loved me. Knowing he was in my life gave me the widest expansion I’d ever had, a freedom like flight that, strangely, offered me independence. It was like he’d given me wings— But he didn’t understand. And I didn’t understand that the seven years he had on me made him more ready. I was just being born and, with him in it, the world seemed so good.


We made love once that week, the first night. We tried again a time or two but it was strained. He told me he’d had stomach cancer that had spread, and I touched his scar and felt where it went all the way down. He said it was no big deal. We dared not speak very much, and became overly sensitive, even estranged. Eventually we became silent, distant with each other, and took to writing notes. When we walked in the mountains, we talked only with our eyes and listened to the hills—all was positive, clean, and in harmony up there. When I did venture to speak, almost by mistake, it seemed like an echo of what we’d already wordlessly acknowledged; the mention of something almost implying a lack of trust. So we gave up words, and the affirmation soared. Until it was time to do something like cook or wash our clothes; then the poetry crumbled and we were spastic. There were no dirty clothes on our mountain and we didn’t want to come down to do chores. Each self-reliant, we were clumsy with joint effort.


He then gave me a room of my own, saying the landlady frowned on her guests having guests. The room was good for escaping his intensity, but took us further apart. Scribbled prose came under my door, but I didn’t know what to do about it. The days were being used up, the nights long, and our few words too abstract… He seemed too old for me, knew more than me, yet he swore his love was open-ended. “You can always come back to me,” he said more than once, “even with a husband and kids.”
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Jonah grew up on skis, had walked from grade school directly to the slopes, pausing for a miserable year or two of high school. Now nine years had passed since he’d skied and this was the winter to make up for it. I had skied a total of five times. But Jonah spoke of nothing but snow, and watched out the window for the first flakes of the season. They didn’t come. At times he even imagined them, “It’s snowing! Come look!”


I’d look out expectantly. “Jonah, it’s not snowing. It’s not doing anything.”


“It isn’t?” he’d squint harder. “Are you sure? I thought I saw some flakes. Oh well. But as soon as we DO see snow, we put on our skis!”


“I don’t have any skis. Or ski clothes. But it’s not snowing so no problem.”


“It’s not no problem because it must be snowing somewhere. And we have a car. We gotta get you ready.” He took me into the village and suited me up in a down jacket and mittens. Skis we could rent, pants were borrowed. I was set.


“But Jonah…I don’t know how to ski.” And I had a suspicion that these early arrivals ambling about town, looking constantly skyward, reading the stratocumulus like horoscopes, could. “This isn’t my league, Jonah.” We were standing side by side in our outfits before the mirror, a daily ceremony he insisted on. I looked like a joker in the red stretch pants lent from the elderly landlady. He looked pretty slick. “Thank God it’s not snowing,” I thought.


“It’s REALLY snowing!” Jonah proclaimed one morning, gushing through the door after stepping out for cigarettes.


“No it’s not,” I said defensively and peeped out the window. “There’s not a flake in sight.”


“It’s snowing at Kaprun.”


“What’s Kaprun?”


“Kaprun’s a mountain that’s higher than the others and it’s snowing up there right now! Someone just told me. Let’s go.”


“Let’s think about this for a minute first. This is a big mountain?”


“The biggest.”


“This is the biggest mountain in the neighborhood, this is an Austrian neighborhood, and this is where we’re starting?”


“Listen, it’s not so bad, you know why?”


I did not.


“Because it’s flat on top. It’s like a glacier, and there’s great snow up there, and we have to go anyway because it’s the only place that has snow.”


“How do you know it’s flat on top like a glacier? Have you been there?’


“No, but trust me.”


“Is there a lodge?”


“There’s a lodge. But you’re not going anywhere near the lodge. You’re going to ski and get crazy and love it. It’s not a serious slope.” With my skiing ability, his carpeted floor was a serious slope. By this time, though, he was nearly dressed, and tossing long underwear across the room to me.


It was a forty-five minute drive winding around the valleys that were blanketed in fog. We couldn’t even see the mountains, but there was no question as to their presence. I was gravely solemn, trying in vain to enjoy my last hour of life, lamenting that recent off-the-cuff death wish. Oh well, at least I was with him. And talking about snow—a multi-dimensional topic that could last days—was a reassuring switch from the silence.


We were getting close. Other cars and Jeeps outfitted with skis were appearing on the morning road. This crowd was serious. Their faces were serious. I looked at Jonah driving. He was serious. I was in serious trouble. We arrived at a parking lot where an assemblage of Olympians in expensive paraphernalia was unloading even more expensive equipment from their not-so-inexpensive vehicles. “Where’s the mountain?” my quivering voice was muffled in the mist encasing us.


“It’s up there,” said Jonah, nodding toward the low white ceiling, while happily pulling the skis from the Jeep. I didn’t know where we were going but we moved along with everyone else until we came to a cable car that was loading up. And I do mean up. The electric lines that would carry it into the firmament shot up at a ninety degree angle—an outdoor elevator, basically. I envisioned myself skiing at two hundred miles an hour down the razor face of a granite cliff.


There was a hush in the cable car as it ascended. I counted the passengers and there were forty in all standing tightly inside the clouds. Nothing could be seen outside. This was a far cry from the T-bar. We slid smoothly skyward. Maybe I could get straight to the Pearly Gates without having to stop off and die. Finally we landed—still nothing but clouds surrounding us, and no snow on the ground, if vertical stone walls are considered the ground.
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