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PRAISE FOR





WHAT A TRIP


“Amid the turmoil of the 1960s in America, a young woman and her circle of friends find meaning in the power of friendships, romance, and many unexpected adventures. It’s a wild ride!”


—Vivian Fransen, author of The Straight Spouse: A Memoir


“Wow—this is a trip! Anyone who remembers those days will find themselves in a familiar world, rich with detail and lyrics of the times, including a song playlist at the end. The author’s protagonist has an authentic voice and her worries were our youthful worries.”


—Linda Moore, author of Attribution


“The cusp of adulthood is both scary and hopeful, and it was particularly fraught in the late ’60s and early ’70s. What a Trip skillfully evokes the era as well as the poignant personal lives of nineteen-year-old art student Fiona O’Brien and her best friend, Melissa. My fingers were crossed all along the way for Fiona to figure out who she is and what she wants, and have the courage to take a chance on her future. A novel that feels deeply honest and true.”


—Heidi Hackford, author of Folly Park


“An engaging trip through the social and political upheaval of life in the ’60s through the eyes of a young woman looking for love and meaning in life. Sex, drugs, and the Vietnam War provide the backdrop for a story that dramatically illustrates the complexity of the times and the changing values from one generation to the next. Despite the clamor all around them, attempting to pull them apart, the characters in this entertaining and heartfelt novel admirably demonstrate the importance of human connection.”


—Debra Green, author of The Convention of Wives


“What a Trip by Susen Edwards is like entering a time machine back to the 1960s. Many of the themes in this book—abortion choice, drugs, government corruption—are as relevant today as they were then. Whether you lived the ’60s or only heard about that transformative time from your parents, this book will take you on a journey you will not regret.”


—Patricia Grayhall, author of Making the Rounds


“Susen Edwards takes us on a ’70s, wild, generational jailbreak ride in her novel What A Trip. Vietnam, the draft lottery, Woodstock, witchcraft, protests, acid … it’s all here! Told through the eyes of the wide-eyed Fiona O’Brien, the story is a sensorial immersion in the unhinged explosion of consciousness of the times; I could almost taste the iceberg lettuce salads with fluorescent French dressing, hear the lyrics of a Creedence Clearwater Revival tune, and smell the home-grown weed.”


—J. Dylan Yates, author of The Belief in Angels
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PART ONE















Chapter 1






Fiona cringed as she watched Melissa dump the contents of her purse onto the unmade bed. Gum and candy wrappers, lifeless raisins, tobacco shards, and torn matchbooks blended with the crumbs already littering the sheets.


How long has it been since you changed the sheets? Fiona wondered. Weeks? Months?


Melissa brushed the trash to the floor and kicked it under the bed, where it joined an army of decomposing debris. By her pillow lay an errant Marlboro, cast from the pack, only slightly damaged. She reached under the bed for a matchbook, lit the cigarette, took a deep drag, and turned to Fiona. “I need money, Fee.”


“What about your job at Bella’s Gift Shop?”


“Bella pays shit,” Melissa said. “And she’s around all the time now, so I can’t borrow as much from the cash register.”


Fiona snorted. “Borrowing means you’re gonna pay her back.”


“Bella owes me. I’m just taking what’s mine.”


Fiona shook her head at Melissa’s rationalization.


“If I had more money, I could take these sheets to the laundromat. I could buy a carton of cigarettes instead of scrounging through my purse. Me and Mickey could move into our own apartment and get away from Rick and Chana.”


“I don’t know how you can stand to live with Rick and Chana,” Fiona said. “They get on my nerves, and I’m away at school most of the time.”


“There’s another reason I need more money, Fee. I—I’m—”


“Hey, Mel, open up!” Mickey banged on the bedroom door.


Mickey, Melissa’s boyfriend since high school, was one of Fiona’s least favorite people. She checked him out as he stood in the doorway. His jeans, frayed at the ankles and pockets, had a gray pallor from ground-in joint and cigarette ash. His T-shirt, once navy, had faded to match his pants. At least his hair, hanging over his eyes in an attempt to model Paul McCartney, was still black.


A whiff of burned hair brought Fiona’s attention back to Melissa, who sat with her head bowed, her white-blond hair covering her face. A plume of smoke drifted up between the long strands.


“Hey, Mel, your hair’s on fire!” Mickey shouted.


Melissa, unfazed, brushed her hair from her face, exhaled the final fumes from her lungs, and put out what was left of her cigarette. “What’s up, Mickey?”


“Rick has some opiated hash. Where’s the pipe?”


“In a minute. First, can we talk?”


Mickey sat on the bed and brushed off a stray raisin.


“I’ve got some big news,” Melissa said. “Got a cigarette?”


“Do you want me to leave?” Fiona asked, feeling a little uncomfortable.


“You’re my best friend, Fee. Stay.”


Mickey handed Melissa a Marlboro. Fiona grabbed a cigarette from her purse. The three lit up.


Melissa’s blue eyes opened wide. “I’m gonna have a baby!”


Fiona felt a tightening in her stomach. No young woman wanted to hear those words from an unmarried friend. She focused on Mickey’s face, waiting to see his reaction.


“Holy fuck. You gotta be shittin’ me. I thought, I mean, what the fuck?” Mickey stood up, kicked the door, started to leave the room, then turned back to Melissa. “I’m sorry,” he said, regaining self-control. “I just never expected. What are you gonna do?”


“What are we gonna do,” Melissa corrected him. “I guess I’m gonna have the baby. What else?”


Mickey recoiled. “I can’t be a father. What about college? What about my parents? What about your mother? Everybody’s gonna be really pissed. How did this happen? I thought you were taking the pill.”


“I am—I was—but I think I missed that time we dropped acid in the park with Peach,” Melissa said.


“Fuckin’ Peach,” Mickey said. “It’s all her fault.”


“That’s not how it happened,” Fiona mumbled.


“You keep outta this,” Mickey warned her.


You’re the one who should’ve kept out of Lissie’s life.


“You can’t have this baby,” Mickey said. “You gotta get an abortion. Talk to Chana. I think she knows someplace you can go. Now where’s the pipe?”


“No way,” Melissa said. “I don’t like her friends. Maybe I’ll have the baby and give it up.”


“Do what you want, Mel, but if you have this baby, don’t look to me for help. I’ll say it’s not mine. I’m goin’ to Boston University in the fall, and I’m not goin’ with a baby or a pregnant girlfriend. End of story. Rick’s waitin’ downstairs. If you wanna smoke, come with me. Otherwise, see ya later.”


Melissa crushed her cigarette on the floor and kicked it under the bed. “Don’t say anything to anybody until I figure this out, okay?” she asked, her eyes welling with tears.


“Okay, sure.” Mickey planted a kiss on her forehead and pulled her to her feet. He looked into her tear-filled eyes. “I love you, Mel.”


“You do, really?”


“Of course. Come on, let’s go.” Mickey grabbed the pipe and left the room.


The moment he was gone, Melissa turned to her friend. “What am I gonna do, Fee?”


“I don’t know, Lissie.” Fiona sighed. “But you sure as shit don’t want to bleed to death in some filthy alley after a backroom abortion.”


“Mickey will figure something out,” Melissa said. “He always does.”


“I wouldn’t count on it this time,” Fiona said. “Let’s find Peach; maybe she’ll have some ideas.”
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The Friday night party was in full swing downstairs. Rick and Chana, home from their day jobs, played king and queen to the usual collection of burnouts and hero worshipers. Rick, it seemed, had some excellent stash: two pipes were being passed around and a third was being loaded.


Fiona and Melissa stood on the stairs until they saw Peach in the corner, waving them over. They made their way to her through plumes of smoke.


“What’s happening, Peachie?” Fiona asked.


Peach shrugged. “Ready to try this stuff Rick got. But I gotta work at the hospital tonight, so I can’t get too messed up.” Peach had enrolled in a nursing program right out of high school. In a few months she’d have her LPN and be on her way to earning a decent living—a far cry from the rest of the crowd.


Mickey and Rick had sunk into the couch on the other side of the room. Mickey looked up at his girlfriend for a moment, then turned away as Rick passed the pipe to him.


The pipe came to the girls. They each took a hit, held their breath, and then blew out in unison, creating a giant cloud of smoke.


Peach coughed. “Whoa, this is some good shit!”


Melissa put her arm around Peach. “I need to talk to you,” she whispered. “Can we go outside?”


“Sure.”


The three girls stood and walked to the front door. As they did, Mickey glanced at them and cocked his head, as if to say, “What’s up?”


Melissa shook her head.


He immediately went back to his conversation with Rick.
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The girls brushed dead leaves and unidentified trash from the front step and sat.


“You look serious, Lissie.” Peach scowled. “Is that bastard cheating on you again?”


“I don’t think Mickey would ever cheat on me,” Melissa replied. “He just told me he loves me.”


Everybody knows he’s cheating except you, Lissie.


“What do you want to talk about?” Peach asked.


Melissa came right out with it. “I’m pregnant, Peachie. Mickey wants me to have an abortion, but I’m scared. Remember that girl Chana sent into the city? She almost died. Mickey said if I have the baby, he’ll say it’s not his.”


Peach exhaled sharply. “How pregnant are you?”


“Maybe seven weeks, maybe more.”


“You’re only eighteen. Are you ready to be a mom?” Peach asked. “You can’t have a kid and live here. How would you support yourself? Your mother sure ain’t gonna help. Hell, she’ll probably never speak to you again.”


“I thought I’d go to Boston with Mickey and have the baby,” Melissa said. “His parents are rich. We could live on what they send him. They don’t have to know about me.”


“Are you for real? After Mickey said he wants nothing to do with the kid?” Fiona stared at her friend. “And what if his parents find out? Think this through. Are you dead set on having it?”


Melissa thought for a moment. “Maybe I could take something and have a miscarriage, or maybe I could accidentally fall down the stairs.”


Fiona could see Peach was getting as frustrated as she was.


“Come on, Peachie,” Melissa pleaded. “You’re the nurse. Help me.”


“I didn’t want to say anything,” Peach said slowly, “but since I’ve been working at the hospital, a few women have come in for abortions. If you or the baby are at risk, they’ll do it.”


“So, it’s settled,” Melissa said. “I’ll have some kind of accident and they’ll have to give me an abortion.”


“No, Lissie, don’t be stupid,” Peach said. “But there is one other thing that might work. If they think you’re unfit to be a mother—”


“Yes! I’ll tell them I don’t have any money and Mickey doesn’t want to be a father.”


Peach shook her head. “That won’t work. They’d tell you to have the baby and give it up. But a chick came in a while back who was really fucked up—a nervous breakdown or something. She was talking all sorts of crazy shit, and they gave her an abortion, no problem.”


“Do you think they’d do that for me?” Melissa asked. “Do you think I could convince the doctor I’m nuts?”


Fiona was too good a friend to tell Melissa no acting was necessary.


“Let me check things out,” Peach said. “I’ll ask about that chick, talk to the nurses, and get the name of the doctor.” She put a hand on Melissa’s knee. “Hang tight, trust me, and I’ll take care of you.”


The girls finished their cigarettes, threw the butts in the bushes, and went back inside to join the party.












Chapter 2






Later that night Fiona lay in bed staring at the ceiling, thinking about Melissa’s pregnancy. It was after three o’clock before she fell asleep.


After what seemed like minutes, her mom knocked on her door. “Fiona, you have a phone call.”


Fiona shook herself awake. “Be right there, Mom.”


“It’s after ten, Fiona. Half the day is gone.”


Fiona ignored the comment, stepped into the hallway, and picked up the phone. “Hello?”


“Fee, fi, fo, fuck. How are you, Fee?” This was Melissa’s standard greeting and had been since they became best friends during their junior year in high school.


Melissa’s upbeat mood was in sharp contrast to her tears from the night before.


“What’s happening?” Fiona asked.


“I’m feeling a lot better this morning. Mickey’s been really sweet. I think things might work out,” Melissa said.


Fiona had her doubts but said nothing.


“Can you get your mom’s car tonight?” Melissa asked. “We can go riding around.”


Fiona’s mom never used her metallic blue Corvair on the weekends. “Sure. I’ll pick you up after dinner.”
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Fiona ate a quick dinner with her parents and politely asked to borrow the car. As expected, there was no problem. Before leaving, she made a detour past the family’s well-stocked liquor cabinet and grabbed a fifth of Southern Comfort. It wouldn’t be missed.


Fiona checked her appearance in the mirror. Her best feature, fiery red hair, hung in soft ringlets around her face. Her mom had instructed her at an early age never to leave the house without being fully made up. This was about the only lesson she took to heart, probably because it helped conceal her white skin and accentuate her green eyes.


She tucked her poor boy sweater into her tight jeans, pulled on her boots, and for a second wondered why she went to so much effort when she and Melissa would probably end up at the diner after they ran out of liquor and joints.


Hey, you never know when Mr. Wonderful might walk into my life. Maybe I’ll be lucky and get laid tonight.


She smiled into the mirror and winked at herself. It was time to go.
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Melissa looked more fragile than ever as she got into the Corvair. “Man, am I glad to get away from that shit shack,” she said to Fiona. “Chana is such an asshole. I know she’s stealing from me.”


Fiona wondered what Melissa owned that was worth stealing. “Maybe if you got a full-time job, you and Peach could get a place together. Might take some of the pressure off you and Mickey.”


“I can’t leave Mickey with those guys. He’d forget about me in a heartbeat, plus I want to be free to move with him in the fall.” Melissa passed a joint and bedraggled pack of matches to Fiona.


“Hang on, Lissie. I want to put towels over the seats in case we drop the roach. My mom would kill me for sure.” Fiona reached for the old towels she kept behind the back seat.


“You’re always so fucking prepared,” Melissa said. “I wish I was half as prepared as you.”


Fiona laughed it off. “God made me that way. Look what else I brought.” She pulled the bottle of Southern Comfort from under the front seat.


“Cool. Just like Janis!”


Melissa and Fiona were smitten with Janis Joplin. They had stumbled onto a Big Brother and the Holding Company album the summer before and immediately fell under Janis’s spell of blues and booze.


Fiona started the engine. “Let’s get out of here. One of these days they’re gonna raid your house. I hope I’m not here when they do.”


The girls passed the bottle and joint and headed for the country roads. “I want to go to Billy Brown’s Road. We can park and talk. The cops never go there,” Melissa suggested.
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Fiona turned onto Billy Brown’s Road. Was there really a ghost named Billy Brown who haunted the deserted house at the end of the road, or was it simply a stoner legend?


They pulled into the dirt cul-de-sac, parked behind a stand of trees, then cut the engine and headlights. It was a moonless, overcast night. The only illumination came from the tips of their cigarettes. Fiona smoked Kools, not socially hip like Marlboros, but she liked the menthol rush. Tonight, Melissa smoked Kools.


Even in near darkness, Fiona could see Melissa hadn’t washed her hair. Her clothes, too, had seen cleaner days.


“I’ve been thinking about Peach’s idea and how to convince the doctor I’m unfit to be a mother. Any ideas on what I could say?”


“You mean besides not having a decent job, a husband, or a place to raise a kid?” Fiona asked.


“Maybe I could tell them I believe in fairies.” Melissa took a hit of Southern Comfort and passed it to Fiona. “There’s something else I haven’t told anybody yet.”


Fiona took a drink and a deep breath. “What?”


“Well, I didn’t get pregnant by accident. There’s more going on than you know. I think it’s Denise’s fault.”


Denise was a year younger than the girls, a senior in high school. She was about to graduate at the head of her class and head to Boston University in the fall.


“What are you talking about?” Fiona lit another Kool and passed the pack to her friend.


“She’s got a thing for Mickey. I know he goes to her house sometimes when I’m working. I think she put a spell on me, and that’s why I got pregnant.”


“This whole witchcraft thing is a fad,” Fiona said. “You should never have gone to see Rosemary’s Baby.”


“It’s not a fad. Black magic is real and so is the Devil,” Melissa said.


“It was a movie, Lissie.”


“That’s what you think. I know the truth.”


Fiona knew better than to argue with her friend.


“Denise is trying to break us up and ruin my life. That’s why everything’s in the toilet.”


“Are you telling me this ‘cause you believe it or because that’s what you’re gonna tell the doctor?” Fiona asked.


A sob burst from Melissa’s throat, exploding into a gush of tears. Once freed, they wouldn’t stop.


“C’mere, Lissie.” Fiona opened her arms to her friend. She held her until her sobs quieted, making sure Melissa’s face was away from her body so no mascara would melt onto her sweater.


What kind of friend am I who cares more about a sweater than my best friend? No need to question her motives. Fiona knew the answer.


“What am I gonna do, Fee? What if she goes to Boston with Mickey and I’m here? What if we can’t break the spell?” More sobs waiting in her heart worked themselves up and out. Melissa raised her head. Ribbons of mascara dripped from eyes to chin. “I can’t go to the diner looking like this, okay?”


“Sure. Let’s hang out for a while, then we can go home.” Fiona got a tissue from her purse and wiped her friend’s cheeks.


“I love you, Fee.” Melissa planted a kiss on Fiona’s lips.


Is that your tongue, Lissie? Fiona pulled away slowly and pretended nothing had happened.


Another cigarette, another drink, and it was time to go.


Melissa had an idea. “Let’s drive by Denise’s house. See if she’s home. Maybe catch Mickey with her.”


A drive-by was always fun, checking who was home, who was watching TV with their parents, who was visiting whom.


It was nearly midnight by the time they arrived. All the windows were dark. Denise’s car sat quietly in the driveway. Was she sleeping soundly or casting a spell under her bed covers?


“Hey, let’s park around the corner and sneak up to the house,” Melissa suggested.


“Okay.” Fiona had enough Southern Comfort in her belly to not give a shit.


The windows of the ranch house were a little too high to look into. The back door was locked. All was quiet.


“I have to pee,” Melissa announced.


“Can you hold it till you get home?”


“No, c’mon, let’s pee in Denise’s backyard. I’m gonna do it right in front of their barbecue.”


“I can’t. I’ll wait till I get home.”


“It’ll break the curse. If you love me, you’ll do it. Please?”


“Okay, but I’m going behind the barbecue.”


The two desecrated Denise’s yard. This better work.


They rode in silence the rest of the way home, then kissed good night. This time there were no tongues.


Fiona’s head was spinning but not from Southern Comfort. The events in Denise’s backyard had washed away any remnants of drunkenness. She sat in the driveway after Melissa went inside the house, thinking, She’s crazy. I need to get away from her, start a new life. Get some new friends. But how can I leave her now?


More than anything Fiona craved peace and simplicity—a sunny Victorian shaded by ancient trees, a coffee house that sold her artwork, and a writer or musician boyfriend who adored her. Instead, she found herself moving further and further from her dream.


She was startled by a knock on her window. Was that Jack, the boy she’d had a crush on since her sophomore year in high school? What was he doing here? She rolled down the window.


“Hey, Fiona! Open the door.”


Fiona felt a lurch in her stomach. Don’t get sick now, she thought as she reached over and unlocked the passenger door.


Jack was even cuter than she remembered. His blond hair was longer, and he’d added a mustache, both neatly trimmed and combed. He wore blue jeans, a faded T-shirt, and a denim jacket. Fiona got a whiff of Dr. Bronner’s peppermint soap, her favorite.


“I didn’t know you hung with these people,” Jack said as he plopped into the passenger seat.


Fiona’s palms were sweaty, and her heart was pounding. “Melissa’s my best friend. I don’t really know Rick and Chana. What are you doing here?”


“Not much else to do on a Saturday night. I should be home studying for finals, but what the fuck, there’s always tomorrow.” Jack attended the local community college. “Hey, you look great. What’cha doin’ now?”


“I don’t know. I thought I’d head home.”


Jack stretched and let his left arm rest on Fiona’s shoulder. “I heard you and Andy broke up.”


Fiona didn’t want to be reminded of Andy, her high school boyfriend, and their breakup. “That’s ancient history.”


“I’ve always liked you, Fiona. How come we never got together?” He inched closer to her on the bench seat.


“I thought you had a girlfriend.” Fiona had heard the rumor about a gorgeous girlfriend who attended private school.


“Oh, that,” Jack spat. “That’s been over since last summer. Anyway, we were never exclusive. I’m a free agent.” He gently lifted her hair, blew into her ear, then turned her face toward him and placed a soft kiss next to her eye.


Fiona thought she would melt into the vinyl. She moved closer. Lips met. Tongues touched. Hands clasped. Things were moving way too fast. She needed to get hold of herself, or this could turn into a one-night stand.


She had a history of passion winning over reason and hated herself each time. Tonight had to be different. As she pulled away, she saw how quickly they had steamed up the windows. Thinking fast, she wrote next weekend? on the windshield.


Jack smiled and sat back. “Next weekend it is. I’ll call you during the week.”


Fiona smiled her sexiest smile. They exchanged numbers and kissed once more.


She put the Corvair in gear and backed out of the driveway. It had been quite a night.












Chapter 3






Back at college, Fiona could think of nothing but her upcoming date with Jack and her friend’s pregnancy. Days stretched into infinity until Friday rolled around.


Fiona sat on her bed packing an overnight bag. She had only one class on Friday and was free to head home by eleven o’clock. Before leaving, she glanced at her freshman roommate’s side of the dorm room. The girl had been missing in action most of the semester.


All that remained of her was an unmade bed piled high with dirty clothes and forgotten textbooks. Fiona did her best to stay away from that half of the room. By contrast, she kept her half spotless. Her clothes were organized by color and style. She changed her sheets weekly and made sure her Indian import bedspread, which Melissa had pilfered from Bella’s Gift Shop, lay without a wrinkle.
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Bill, her ride home, pulled up to the dorm in his ’55 Chevy Bel Air. He had piled his books and suitcase on the front seat, so she’d have to sit in the back.


“You goin’ to the Spring Fling Dance next weekend?” Bill asked.


I wouldn’t be caught dead with those assholes. Ever polite, she replied, “No. Too much studying for finals. Are you going?”


“I was thinkin’ about it. That would mean I’d be stayin’ up here for the weekend. Would you wanna go with me? You’d have the rest of the weekend to study.”


“I’ll have to let you know on Sunday, okay?” Fiona would never allow herself to be seen in public with a creep like Bill.


“Sure thing,” Bill said.


They rode in silence the rest of the way home.
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Back home, Fiona made herself a tuna sandwich and spent Friday afternoon going through her closet, deciding what to wear on her date. Jack had invited her to a Saturday evening concert at the community college. The band, Devil’s Triangle, had cut their first album and were playing the East Coast college circuit. Jack had scored last-minute seats at the back of the auditorium, not great for music but far enough away from the sound system so they could talk.


She settled on a bell-sleeved white cotton dress she had hand-embroidered. It was short enough to show off her legs, but not so short her mom would freak out. What she needed was a pair of silver hoop earrings. Bella’s Gift Shop was open for another hour and had just the pair. Fiona took some money with her in case Melissa’s boss was around and she’d have to pay for them.


No need for money. The shop was empty except for Melissa and Peach. They were deep in conversation as Fiona made her way to the back counter.


“How’s it goin’?” Fiona asked.


“Cool, Fee,” Peach said. “Lissie and I’ve been talkin’, and we made some decisions.”


“Peachie convinced me to see the doctor at the hospital and get the abortion. I’ll get rid of the problem, and Mickey won’t be pissed at me anymore.” Melissa’s tears from the previous weekend were a distant memory.


“Not so fast, Lissie,” Peach said. “You have to convince them you’re unfit and then come up with the money. You also need to tell your mother.”


Melissa’s mood went from elation to gloom in a matter of seconds. “But I’m eighteen.”


“Yeah, but when you’re considered unfit, you need somebody to sign for you. Go see your mother tonight after work. And take Mickey,” Peach said.


Melissa hung her head. “Okay, I guess.”


Fiona pretended to act concerned, but all she could think about was her date with Jack and the earrings that called to her from the jewelry counter.


Conversation stopped as two customers came into the shop. Fiona used Peach as a shield and cupped the earrings into her palm.


“Hey, you’re good, Fee. Cop me a pair too.”


Fiona was only too happy to comply. The earrings slipped into Peach’s back pocket.


She knew the shop had no security mirrors and the owner didn’t track her inventory. If she’s dumb enough to run her store this way, then she deserves to get ripped off.


“Store’s closing,” Peach said, looking at her watch. “Time for us to split.”


“Fee, can you give me a ride home?” Melissa asked. “I just have to lock up.”


“No problem.”












Chapter 4






“Rick and Chana’s car isn’t here,” Melissa said as Fiona pulled into the driveway. “That means I can talk to Mickey without anybody butting in.”


You mean besides me?


“Mickey!” Melissa yelled as she walked into the kitchen. No answer. “Mickey?”


The girls went upstairs to the bedroom. No Mickey. Fiona heard a scuffling across the hall and a door opening. The scent of hashish floated into her nostrils. Mickey, his hair mussed and clothes more rumpled than usual, slid into the room.


“You’re early, Mel,” he said, ignoring Fiona.


“Not really. It’s five thirty, same as always. Can we talk?”


“Now? Rick and I are listenin’ to the Stones.” He didn’t look happy.


“Now, Mickey.” Melissa took his hand and led him to their bed. “I talked to Peach today. She’s gonna get me in to see the abortion doctor next week.”


Mickey’s expression changed to one of relief. “Now you’re talkin’.”


“There’s only one thing,” Melissa said, “I have to tell my mother. I’m gonna do it tonight before I chicken out. I want you to go with me.”


“No fucking way!” Mickey pulled his hand away and stood. “This is your mess. Your mother. You know how she feels about me. Take Fiona or another one of your asshole friends. I’m outta here.”


“But, Mickey—” Melissa’s tears were back.


Fiona wondered how many times her friend had cried in the last week. She jumped when she heard Rick’s door slam.


“Please,” Melissa whispered.


Fiona heard laughter followed by the Rolling Stones Beggars Banquet at full volume.


“This is wrong. It’s his baby too.” Melissa stomped across the hall and knocked on the door. No answer. She made a fist and hit the wood as hard as she could. “Open the fucking door!”


The music faded as the door opened a few inches. Mickey stuck his head out. “What? I thought we were done.”


“I know you don’t want to go with me tonight, and I know you’re upset,” Melissa said, “but I just want to know you’re gonna be there for me once this is over.”


Mickey stepped into the hallway. He wiped her tears away and hugged her. “Sure, Mel, don’t worry. Now be a good girl and go see your mother.”


He opened Rick’s door. Before going inside, Mickey turned to Melissa. “Everything’ll be okay. You’ve just gotta get through the next couple of weeks. See you later.”


Mickey disappeared. The Stones returned, louder than before.


What a piece of shit, Fiona wanted to say, but knew her words would cause Melissa more pain.


“Fee, I can’t face my mother alone.”


“I’ll come with you,” Fiona said. “Maybe Peach should come too. She’s the one with the plan. And let’s bring a pizza. It’ll put your mother in a good mood.”


“Good idea.” Melissa wiped her eyes, took a few deep breaths, and went downstairs to call Peach.
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“Missy, you should talk to Peach about a job at the hospital,” Mrs. Patten, Melissa’s mother, said. “If you’re not going to college, you need to start thinking about a career. This past year has been a complete waste.”


“I have a job, Mommy, and I like what I do,” Melissa replied.


“There’s no future at that silly store. The ladies at work say it’s about to close. Peach, maybe you can talk to her.”


“Actually, Mrs. P, the hospital is the reason we’re here.” Peach didn’t waste any time.


Melissa put down her plate. She glared at Peach.


Everyone’s plate was now on the table. Mrs. Patten leaned back into the sofa. In her yellow pantsuit, she nearly disappeared into the gold-and-brown flowered cushions that served as her living room, dining room, and bedroom. “Are you sick? I knew you’d catch something living in that run-down house. I don’t know why you had to move. You have a perfectly good bedroom here.”


“I’m pregnant, Mommy.” Melissa’s words tumbled out before she could take them back.


“No! You’re not still seeing that good-for-nothing Mickey, are you? Or is it some other boy?”


Melissa was crying again. “I-I’m gonna be sick.” She ran into the bathroom.


“Peach, what are we going to do with her?” Mrs. Patten asked.


“Mickey and Lissie are in love, but they can’t have a baby now. Mickey’s leaving for college in the fall, and Lissie has her whole life ahead of her. I think I have an idea.” Peach was doing her best to act mature and take command of the situation.


“You mean give the baby up for adoption? How could I live knowing I had a grandchild living with a strange family?” Mrs. Patten said.


“Well, there’s a program at the hospital that will give girls an abortion if they think they’re unfit to be mothers. I thought we could get Lissie in to see the doctor next week, but we need you to help convince them.”


“We’re Catholic, Peach. Abortion is a sin, and it’s illegal.” Mrs. Patten sat straight up on the couch and crossed her arms over her chest.


They sat without speaking. The uneaten pizza stared up at them from the coffee table. In the background, Melissa’s retching broke the silence.


“Please, Mrs. P, Lissie can’t have this baby,” Fiona pleaded.


After an uncomfortable minute, Mrs. Patten said, “I agree that Missy isn’t ready to be a mother. Maybe we could look into it.”


The toilet flushed, the water ran, the bathroom door opened, and Melissa walked back into the living room. Against her white skin, her eyes appeared red and sunken. She sat with her head bowed, peeking through a maze of blond tendrils.


Mrs. Patten picked up her pack of Parliaments. “Peach told me about the program at the hospital. I’m not making any promises. No matter what we decide, you need to see a doctor. We’ll make an appointment for one day next week.”


“Thanks, Mommy. Peach and I will call on Monday. I’ll let you know when they’ll take us,” Melissa said.


“Try to make it during my lunch break so I don’t miss work.” Mrs. Patten took a last drag from her cigarette and doused it in her uneaten pizza.
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The girls let the screen door slam behind them.


“Holy shit, she went for it!” Melissa practically jumped out of her jeans.


Fiona was more subdued. “She didn’t say she’d go for it. Let’s have a smoke and sit in the park.” The girls lit up, inhaled deeply, and walked across the street from the apartment to the town park.


“But at least she’s willing to talk to the doctor,” Melissa said.


“Lissie, you’ve got one chance to make this work,” Peach said. “Here’s what you need to tell them—”


“I know, I know, tell them I believe in fairies,” Melissa interrupted.


“That’s not enough. You need to tell them your mom has no money, and she can’t help you. You also need to tell them what a deadbeat Mickey is.”


“Mickey’s not a deadbeat. He’s scared shitless like I am. He loves me!”


Fiona was getting frustrated. “If he loves you so much, why didn’t he come with you tonight?”


“He’s afraid of my mother.”


That’s not all he’s afraid of.


“Listen, Lissie. For this, you need to make them think he’s a loser. It’s gonna make the story look better. And that business about Denise being a witch. Tell them that too,” Peach said.


Melissa fidgeted, lit another cigarette, and said, “I can’t say that in front of my mother. She’ll think I’m crazy.”


“That’s the idea,” Peach reminded her.


“Denise will find out I told them, and she’ll make my life even worse. She’ll really go after Mickey and put a bigger spell on me.”


“You’ve got one chance. Don’t mention Denise’s name. Tell them about the curse and how scared you are. And whatever you do, don’t mention tripping or any of the other shit you’ve been taking. The last thing you need is to get your house and the rest of us busted,” Peach warned.


“I wish I was dead.” Melissa lost her balance and stumbled over an invisible crack in the sidewalk. She collapsed in a heap on the ground, lay on her side, and began hyperventilating.


Fiona and Peach watched her, helpless. Two middle-aged women were coming toward them. “Lissie, get up before those women get here,” Fiona commanded. “Let’s go for a ride and smoke a joint. You’ll feel better, I promise.”


The girls grabbed Melissa around the waist, pulled her until her legs straightened, and practically dragged her out of the park.
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An hour later, Peach pulled into the parking lot outside Melissa’s apartment.


“I gotta get ready for work. Will you guys be okay?” Peach asked.


Fiona doubted anything would be okay with her friend.


Melissa rolled out of the passenger door. Fiona helped her straighten up.


“C’mon, Lissie, let’s get you upstairs.”


“Shh, maybe my mother’s sleeping and we can sneak in,” Melissa whispered.


They quietly opened the screen door and could hear Mrs. Patten on the phone.


“Missy’s losing her grip on reality,” Mrs. Patten said. “She was fine till Marty left us. It’s all his fault.”


“Who’s Marty?” Fiona whispered.


“My father. He walked out on us five years ago.”


“Marge, I’m telling you, Melissa’s not fit to be a mother. But abortion?” Mrs. Patten said.


“She’s talking to my aunt Marge,” Melissa whispered.


“No, I stopped going to church. Sundays are sometimes my best day at Sears.”


Mrs. Patten paused. “Of course, I’m still a Catholic. The Pope tells us life begins at conception.”


“How would he know?” Fiona whispered.


Melissa’s eyes filled with tears. She pressed her face into Fiona’s shoulder so her mother wouldn’t hear her crying.


Mrs. Patten was silent for several minutes. “Maybe you’re right, Marge. Let’s leave it up to the doctor.”


Melissa lifted her head and smiled for the first time in hours. “That sounds hopeful. Let’s go back outside till we see her lights go out.”


The girls tiptoed downstairs, stood at the curb, and stared at Melissa’s living room window.


“How long before she goes to bed?” Fiona asked.


“Once she gets off the phone, she’ll wash up, make up the couch, pop a Seconal, and be asleep in no time.”


Half an hour later the apartment lights dimmed.


“All clear,” Melissa said. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”












Chapter 5






Fiona’s new silver earrings sparkled under her copper curls. Putting them in her ears the next evening, Fiona shivered as she remembered how Jack’s tongue had caressed her earlobe. Where would his tongue explore tonight? She didn’t have much time to fantasize. She heard Jack downstairs introducing himself to her parents. The voices sounded upbeat, a change from her parents’ usual reaction to her friends. Score one for Jack.


Fiona enjoyed making an entrance. Her background in dance gave her grace and poise that she used to her advantage as she descended the stairs. Her dad’s eyebrows raised ever so slightly.


“I’ll have your daughter home at a reasonable hour, Mr. and Mrs. O’Brien. The concert should be over around eleven o’clock. We’ll probably get a bite to eat and spend some time chatting, since it’ll be loud in the concert.” Jack was laying it on thick, and her parents were eating it up.


“We like her home by one. Two at the latest,” her dad said.


“No problem, sir.” Turning to Fiona, he said, “Shall we go?”


Holy shit! Is this guy for real? “I’m ready. G’night, Mom and Dad.”


Fiona’s mood took a sharp dive as she checked out Jack’s ride. A decades-old bomb of a car sat in front of the house. “Is this your car?” she asked.


“It’s my nana’s car. I know it looks weird, but I promise you’ll change your mind after tonight.”


“Um, what is it?”


“Nash Airflyte. I call it the living room or the bedroom, depending on who I’m with. Check it out.”


Jack opened the passenger door, and Fiona climbed inside. The seats were like sofas. Fiona began keeping score. Jack had scored two points for chatting up her parents and two more points for opening her car door. He would lose those points if he couldn’t show her what the car could do.


He started the engine and carefully backed out the driveway. Fiona’s parents watched from the window. She waved as they turned the corner. Once out of sight, Jack pulled to the curb and put the car in neutral.


“This is the living room. Now for the bedroom.” He flipped a lever, and his seat reclined until it lay flat. “Now for yours. Find the lever on the side and lift.” Her seat fell back and she with it.


Jack added four more points to his score.


After the show-and-tell demo, he returned the seats to living room mode and made small talk on the way to the concert. Fiona learned Jack had grown up in Virginia. His parents died in a car accident when he was in eighth grade. His aunt had legal custody of him and his sister. She only had room for one child in her home, so she sent him to New Jersey to live with his grandmother and start high school. Because his grandmother wasn’t in the best of health, Jack decided to stay at home and attend community college.


Fiona couldn’t remember the last time she had connected with a guy at this level. They were either ready to jump into her pants or eager to impress her with their intellect. Jack seemed like he really wanted to get to know her. She wondered what she was doing with a guy like him. How soon would he realize that she was a worthless piece of shit and dump her?


She decided to put her negative thoughts aside and focus on the present moment.


They arrived at the auditorium in plenty of time to get decent parking. Instead, Jack parked at the back of the lot, away from the rest of the cars. “Can’t be too careful with Nana’s car,” he said as he cut the engine. “Slide into my living room, Fee.” Jack put his arm around Fiona and pulled her to him. He kissed her softly at first, then more urgently. Before she knew what was happening, he lowered his seat. “Welcome to my bedroom!”


“Now, Jack? What about the show?”


“We’re plenty early. We’ve got time for a quick one.” He slid his hand under Fiona’s dress and gave her panties a gentle tug.


“But it’s our first time. Why rush?” Fiona’s protests fell on deaf ears.


“I promise there’ll be more later. Lots more.”


Fiona couldn’t stop now even if she wanted to. She let her body take her where she’d wanted to be for three years.


It felt like it was over in a flash, but when Jack checked his watch, twenty minutes had passed.


“That was great. We better get going or we’ll miss the show,” Jack said as he stuffed himself back into his jeans.


Fiona could care less about the concert, but it was a first date. She returned her white lace panties to their rightful home, smoothed her hair and dress, and gave Jack a final kiss. “Let’s go.”
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They were two of the last people to get seated.


“I know it’s the nosebleed section, but it’s the best I could do at the last minute,” Jack apologized.


Fiona’s mind was still back in the Nash. She was having a tough time with the reality of the auditorium. Hundreds of people surrounded them. None knew what she and Jack had just done. A bit of an exhibitionist, she almost wished somebody had stood outside the car and watched them.


Jack reached for her hand and whispered, “That was the best sex I ever had.”


The music drowned out his voice. “What?” asked Fiona.


“That was the best sex I ever had!” A few people turned to look at them. Fiona felt the color rising in her cheeks. She loved every stare.


“Me too!”


They kissed, then kissed some more. The music wailed. The crowd roared. Jack and Fiona stayed wrapped in their own universe. More than anything, she wanted to leave, to return to their private world. Finally, it was intermission.


“Let’s blow this joint.” Jack pulled her from her seat and maneuvered their way through the crowd. Fresh air hit them as they ran from the exit. Fiona had never felt so free.


The Nash was still in bedroom mode. They climbed in, practically tearing off their clothes before closing the door.


“Hang on a sec, Fee.” Jack reached into the glove box and pulled out a small carved wooden box. Inside lay a brass pipe and something wrapped in foil. “I got some of that opiated hash from Rick. Let’s have a couple of tokes. Not too much. It’s powerful shit.”


He lit the pipe, inhaled deeply, and handed it to Fiona. She followed his lead. One hit was all they needed. She lay back and raised her arms toward Jack. He rolled on top of her. “We have at least an hour before the show’s over. Let’s make it count.”


Voices were coming closer. The show was over. That had to be the best hour of my life, Fiona thought as they got dressed. True to his word, they stopped at the diner and shared a piece of cherry cheesecake. At 12:55 a.m., they pulled into Fiona’s driveway.


“How ‘bout I drive up to see you at college next weekend? We can study for finals together.” Jack gave her a last kiss on the cheek, not lingering too long in case her parents were watching.


“That would be great.” Fiona slid across the seat. As she opened the door, Jack gave her behind a tiny pinch. She turned and smiled at him. “I can’t wait!”












Chapter 6






“Fiona, wake up. It’s time for church.” Fiona’s mother knocked softly on her door, and then more urgently. “It’s after nine o’clock. Church is at ten thirty.”


Fiona lay in bed, reliving last night. Church was the one thing she hated about coming home. All she wanted to do was sleep in. Once she got her own car, she could make up an excuse and head back to school Sunday morning.


“Fiona!”


“Okay, Mom, I’m awake.”


Breck shampoo and Dove soap washed away the faint scent of peppermint on her skin. She vowed to get a bottle of Dr. Bronner’s for her dorm room and one for home. It was one more way to keep Jack in her life.


“That Jack seems like an okay guy,” her dad said at the breakfast table. “Sure is polite. How was the concert?”


“Okay. Loud. Hot,” Fiona mumbled as she stared into her cornflakes.


“Did he ask you out again?” her mom asked. “He’s a nice-looking boy. I just don’t like you staying out so late on a Saturday night. You don’t want to miss church.”


“I probably won’t see him till I come home for the summer,” Fiona lied.
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Mrs. O’Brien was religious to a fault. She and her husband sang in the choir. She was the church treasurer, attended Bible study on Tuesday evenings, went to the Ladies’ Aid Society on Thursday mornings, and took her turn running the fellowship hour after Sunday services. A belief in Jesus was her answer to everything. Fiona was sure her mom had earned enough points to secure a one-way, first-class ticket to heaven.


As always, her parents left half an hour early for church. Fiona promised to get there on time. The less time she spent in church, the better. After all, she didn’t need a front-row seat.


At 10:25, she put on her best Christian smile and slid into a back pew. A few church ladies turned and smiled at her. Nothing had changed for these women since the 1940s: tight gray curls, flowered shirtwaists draping ample hips, sensible shoes. They dreamed of coffee and cake after the service.


From the choir loft, Mrs. O’Brien nodded her head at her daughter. Her dad chatted up one of the other tenors. Pastor Ritchey took his place at the podium, signaling an end to squirms and whispers. Here we go, the longest hour.


Over the years, she’d become an expert at tuning out, turning in, and entertaining herself with her week in review. She relived last night’s lovemaking moment by moment, Jack’s fingers traveling from the nape of her neck to—


Did Pastor Ritchey mention the war in Vietnam? She snapped out of her reverie and focused her attention on the sermon.


“War creates suffering. War is against God’s teachings and violates the sixth commandment, ‘Thou shalt not kill.’” He continued his sermon, contradicting everything Fiona had heard from her parents, who supported the current political agenda.


Fiona was a pacifist and had been long before she knew the meaning of the word. She avoided killing even the tiniest ant and cringed when her dad swatted spiders and flies. As a child, she rescued baby birds and mice and took on the role of mom for all the family pets.


“So today, in memory of the Vietnamese who are living in such adversity, I ask you to forgo your Sunday dinner for a bowl of rice. This simple gesture won’t stop the war, but it will make you think about your brothers and sisters on the other side of the world. Let us pray.” Pastor Ritchey bowed his head. The congregation followed.


Maybe there was something to get out of church. Maybe she had been looking at religion all wrong. Fiona tuned in to the prayer.
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After the service, Fiona joined the congregation for the fellowship hour. The coffee was weak and the cookies stale, but perhaps she could engage someone in a discussion about the sermon. She approached Mrs. Watowski and Mrs. Miller, two fixtures of the congregation.


“I can’t stay too long,” Mrs. Watowski said to her friend. “I’ve got a huge roast to cook. You know how Mr. W gets when his Sunday dinner is late.”


“You don’t have to tell me,” Mrs. Miller replied. “We’re going out for a late brunch at the Log Cabin. They make delicious omelets. No cooking for me today. I’m off the hook.”


“Enjoy your meal, Marge,” Mrs. Watowski said.


“Believe me, I will. It’s all you can eat and no dishes to wash.”


The two women headed toward the exit and grabbed a few stale cookies on their way out.


Fiona was speechless. What about the rice? What about the starving Vietnamese? She wanted to say something. But what and to whom? Everyone was stuffing their face, oblivious to the pastor’s message.
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Bill, her ride back to college, was due at two o’clock, which meant she had time to boil some rice for the family before heading out. As she poured the dry grains into a pot of boiling water, her mom walked into the kitchen.


“What are you doing, Fiona? You know I made macaroni and cheese for today.” Her mom turned off the burner and lit the oven.


“What about the sermon? I thought we were supposed to eat rice today.” Fiona couldn’t believe her mom would defy the pastor’s request.


“Come on, kiddo. I know what he said, but that’s just a metaphor. Something to get us thinking.” Mrs. O’Brien placed several slices of Wonder bread and a stick of Imperial margarine on the table, then reached for a head of iceberg lettuce and an orange bottle of Kraft French dressing, her excuse for a salad. “Dinner’s at one.”


“Sorry, Mom, no dinner for me today unless it’s rice.”


“Suit yourself. George! Dinner at one. Don’t get too involved in anything.”


“Yes, dear.” Her dad’s standard response shot up from the basement.


Stifling a sob, Fiona ran up the stairs and slammed her bedroom door. “That’s it for me,” she said. “This religion shit is over!” She packed up her things and sat at the window, waiting for Bill. For the first time, she looked forward to the ride back to school.












Chapter 7






Between preparing for finals, an art project, and a term paper, Fiona had little time to think about her near conversion to religion. As she headed toward the Art Department, she passed through the student center packed with students drinking Cokes, smoking cigarettes, and playing cards. A table of casual acquaintances waved to her to join them.


What a waste of time, she thought as she waved back and shook her head. They would be up all night studying while she would be dreaming of Jack and next weekend.


Fiona’s final project for Basic Drawing was a still-life charcoal sketch. She found it boring and simplistic, nothing like an assignment she would have been given if she had gone to a first-rate art school instead of a mediocre state college.


She resisted the urge to destroy the simplistic piece. Instead, she added fine lines with pen and ink, bringing the drawing to life.


That’s better, she thought as she sprayed fixative on her finished work and laid it on her instructor’s desk.


For her Contemporary English Lit class, Fiona handed in a paper analyzing One Hand Clapping by Anthony Burgess. She’d read the novel early in the semester and wrote most of her analysis a month ago. All that remained was to edit and proofread.


Her first final exam was scheduled for Wednesday, which left only two exams the following week. Then three months of freedom.


Freedom was a relative term. A summer job teaching art at the Methodist summer camp waited for her at the end of June. If she was destined to be an art teacher and follow her parents’ wishes, she thought it best to get some experience.
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Back in her dorm room, Fiona was lying on the bed daydreaming when she heard her name called.


“Fiona O’Brien! Phone call!”


Two pay phones hung by the elevators. Fiona jumped to attention. Incoming calls were rare. She worried someone had died, or worse yet, Jack might be canceling. She bolted out of her room and down the hall.


Breathless and shaking, she answered the phone. “Hello?”


“Fee, it’s Lissie. I need to see you. Can you come home?” Melissa’s voice was barely audible.


“I can’t. It’s finals, and I’ve got no way to get there.” Fiona failed to mention Jack’s upcoming visit.


“I saw the doctor yesterday with my mother. It was horrible. She started crying and screaming at me right in his office. It got so bad the nurse had to take her out so the doctor could talk to me.


“I talked to him for a long time. I told him everything. He examined me, took some blood, and told me to wait while he talked to my mother. After that, he brought me back in and said he would operate on me as long as the shrink approved.”


Melissa took a deep breath and continued. “My mother cried all the way home. She never went back to work, so I know she was upset. I stayed with her last night.”


“I’m sure that made your mother feel better,” Fiona said.


“I think so too,” Melissa went on. “Today, I saw the shrink. She was really nice and easy to talk to. And you know what’s weird? Neither the doctor nor the shrink asked to see Mickey. It’s like he’s not even part of this whole thing. They care more about my mother than him. And guess what? They approved the operation!”


“Far out, Lissie.” Fiona noticed Melissa was now calling it an operation, not an abortion.


“Friday they’ll do some tests, and Monday they’ll operate. My mother talked to the shrink after I did, and now she’s even okay about it. Can you come home this weekend? I need you.”


Fiona wanted to cry. “There’s no way. I’m so sorry.”


Melissa stifled a sob on the other end of the phone.


“Finals are over on Wednesday. I’ll be home for good on Thursday. I promise to come see you as soon as I can. We’ll hang out, and you can tell me all about it,” Fiona said.


“I have to stay in the hospital for a few days. Peach will know where I am.”


“I love you, Lissie,” Fiona said sincerely.


Walking back to her room, Fiona nearly collided with one of her dormmates. She excused herself, opened her door, collapsed on her bed, and lit a cigarette. She wondered how life had gotten so complicated. She vowed never to forget to take her birth control pills.












Chapter 8






Saturday appeared after one of the longest weeks of Fiona’s life. Jack planned to arrive around noon and stay until the following day. Twenty-four hours would make or break their new relationship. What would they talk about? Where would they go? What would they do? Would she be able to entertain him, or would he get bored with her after a few hours? Anxiety overcame anticipation.
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