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Please
Note



The Second Greatest Story
Ever Told is a work of fiction that tells
the story of the imaginary Daughter of God, Ilona Ann Coggswater.
Names, characters, television programs, films, books, songs, places
and incidents depicted in The Second
Greatest Story Ever Told are fictitious or
used fictitiously. The events and speeches in this novel are not
real, nor are they intended to be so interpreted. For example, the
quotes, speeches, thoughts, books and newspaper headlines contained
in The Second Greatest Story Ever
Told are completely the product of the
author’s imagination and there is no intention to imply that any of
the speakers or writers have actually said, thought, delivered,
written or published these fictitious pieces.


 


 


 


 


Introducing Dudley &
Jerry

 


“What a bunch of
fuckups!”

“What was that?”

“What a bunch of fuckups,” Dudley
said, agitation turning to funk, a consecrated sulk.

“Stop moaning,” Jerry said, “and give
it up already. You’ve tried everything.”

Dudley nodded. Not a nod of agreement,
just a silent nod. A nod for nod’s sake.

“There’s nothing more you can
do.”

“Bullshit,” Dudley said, the whisper
of a brat.

“Look, you’re tired, you’re drunk, and
. . .”

“I have a headache.”

“You always have a
headache.”

“But this is a real bad
headache.”

“You drank too much.”

Dudley looked at his
colleague, through his colleague, and spoke slowly, enunciating
both syllables. “Bullshit,” he said, with extra emphasis on
the t. Bullshit
for everything, about everything, on everything. Bullshit.
Bullshit. Bullshit.

“I’m closing up for the
night.”

Though Dudley thought, Bullshit, the
words came out, “What?” then, “You can’t.”

“But I am.” It was Jerry’s turn at
enunciation, “Now go home. Get some rest.”

“I don’t want to go home.”

“Then go get laid. Try again for all I
care.”

“And maybe I will.”

“Fine. But remember, three strikes and
you’re out, buddy.”

This sobered Dudley up, at least for
the moment. “Don’t talk baseball,” he said, too serious, too
straight. “You know I hate baseball.”

Jerry shook his head, slightly, sadly.
He, too, was tired, not of this, but of everything else. You’ll
see, he thought, but said, “Mark my words. Just mark my
words.”

Dudley said nothing. He thought about
sighing, but didn’t. He thought about crying, but wouldn’t. He
thought about dying, but couldn’t. He just got up and
left.
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The Umbilical
Café

 


 


For God did not send His Daughter into
the world to condemn the world, but that the world through Her
might be saved.

—Updated John 3:17

The Next
Testament

 


 


It was a tight squeeze.

And though the safety, comfort,
warmth, and humidity of her mother’s womb seemed preferable to the
glare and rubber gloves that now surrounded her, it was checkout
time. And checkout time was as unavoidable as lunch was bland. So
bland at the Umbilical Café. So bland. How she longed for a diet
soda. That would liven things up, a definite shock to those preborn
taste buds. A diet soda. With extra syrup, if possible. And though
she wouldn’t taste one for one thousand, five hundred and
twenty-two days, when that chemical combination known as Tab first
passed her lips and trickled down her four-year-old throat—“ahh . .
.”—she knew, that this was the taste lacking from the Umbilical
Café.

“Ahh . . . ,” Tab.

“Ahh . . . ,” checkout
time.

“Bye, Mom.”

And if the glare and rubber gloves
weren’t enough, the slap was. So rude. Another slap and a reaction.
And not exactly the reaction the doctor wanted. No cry, just a
stare. An intense, wide-eyed, green-eyed gaze that said, beyond any
doubt, “Don’t slap me again.” And so unnatural, so disturbing was
this reaction, this gaze, from a just-born that the doctor issuing
the slap gasped and dropped the infant, momentarily forgetting his
responsibilities, momentarily awed.

And as that infant floated to the
floor of the delivery room in some sort of mock slow motion, that
doctor, Dr. Julio Gonzalez, thought of her green eyes, dreamed of
her green eyes. Those huge green eyes floating down and away. So
large, so delicate, those marvelous green eyes. Greener than any
eyes he had seen before or would ever see again. Eyes that knew,
eyes that seemed, eyes that could, eyes that—“Ahh . . . ,” just
“Ahh . . .”

And Gonzalez sighed, much to the
horror of the others in the delivery room at the time. Others who
felt this was no time to sigh. Others who were watching a just-born
fall, not float, to the floor. Others who screamed and panicked
while Gonzalez dreamed of those green eyes. Others who watched as a
nurse-in-training made a play, a diving catch, that would have made
any professional running back proud. Others who watched as that
nurse stood, cradling the now smiling infant in her arms and
snapped at Gonzalez.

“Asshole,” the nurse
snapped.

And Gonzalez stopped
dreaming.

“Bravo,” said the others, a small
round of applause for that nurse. “Why didn’t we do
that?”

And the just-born was carried to the
nursery, and the mother was wheeled to recovery, and Dr. Gonzalez,
that nurse-in-training, and the others moved on to the next
delivery of the day. It was more or less routine, before the books
and talk shows and diet soda commercials. No one knew. Not
Gonzalez, not that nurse, not the others.

How could they?
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It wasn’t that Ilona’s father was
unknown. Its just that Mariam Clarissa Coggswater never knew how to
break the news. It had to be Dave Wiggits. Who else would have
raped Mariam?

Well, not rape.

Not exactly.

A keg party. Mariam’s first keg party,
her last. December. Cold, very cold. Bill Waterworth’s house.
Captain of the football team Bill, whose parents were in the South
of France for the winter, leaving Bill alone in a too large, too
empty house.

And, at this keg party, Mariam got
wasted. Everyone did. The entire senior class of Cy Young High
School, or so it seemed. And six or so beers, Mariam’s first beers
ever, and about that many shots of Peppermint Schnapps, Mariam’s
first shots of anything ever, more or less, was all it
took.

And somehow, sometime into that keg
party, desperately seeking a bathroom, Mariam discovered Bill’s
parents’ bedroom. And Bill’s parents’ king-size bed discovered
Mariam.

“I’ll just rest here for a minute,”
she said to no one, so much for the bathroom.

And rest she did.

First the bed was spinning.

“Woo,” she said.

Then nothing.

No spinning. No woos.

And she was out. Not asleep, but
unconscious, or so she later figured. Figured, because, when Mariam
awoke, Dave Wiggits was fast asleep. Asleep, his head resting on
her thigh. Asleep and naked. Stark raving naked. But not Mariam.
Her clothing was hardly touched, wrinkled at best.

And Mariam hiccupped.

Uh-oh, she thought, getting up off the
bed, quiet, except for the hiccups, mind racing, mind swirling,
never mind.

But wait, she thought. Dave Wiggits.
Mariam had always had a crush on Dave Wiggits. And Dave Wiggits was
asleep. Asleep and naked.

And there
it was, in all its, well,
not glory exactly, but it was there.

Why not?

And so she looked at it, then
hiccupped, then laughed, barely

“Ssshhhh,” she said, “you’ll wake him
up.”

“Okay,” she answered.

And then she touched it,
barely.

“Woo,” she said.

No spinning, just a “woo.”

And though the situation was fucked
up, so was Mariam, and she left Bill’s parents’ bedroom, smiling
and hiccupping, in search of that elusive bathroom, giving what may
or may not have happened little thought outside of a damp daydream
or two.

Little thought until six weeks
later.

“You’re pregnant.”

And Mariam’s mind raced back to Bill
Waterworth’s keg party and Bill Waterworth’s parents’ king-size bed
and Dave Wiggits’s semi-erect penis in all its, well, not glory
exactly, and it all made sense.

Barely.

It had to be Dave. He must have. He
had to have. But why? Why not? And what a gyp. Mariam had never
even made out with a guy. And as far as she knew she was a
virgin.

A virgin, Dr. Gonzalez thought to
himself after her first examination. Her boyfriend must have had a
teeny weeny little pecker, but said, “The test came out positive,”
and receiving no answer, “You’re pregnant.”

“Are you sure,” Mariam asked, after a
considerable pause.

“The rabbit died,” he said, as he so
often did, with a chuckle that was more like a snort.

“Huh?”

“Never mind.”

As she walked away teary-eyed, Dr.
Gonzalez shook his head ever so slightly. It was baby time and
Mariam was just another unwed, pregnant teenage statistic. She
didn’t know. Gonzalez didn’t know.

How could they?

 


 


But according to his
book, I Delivered God, Dr. Gonzalez knew from the start that he “was dealing with a
miracle,” when, during Mariam’s first gynecological exam, he
noticed a “heavenly light” shining from deep within her
womb.

(Ilona would later explain that it was
simply the neon lights from the Umbilical Café.)

“I dropped to my knees and made the
sign of the cross when I saw the positive pregnancy test,” Gonzalez
would write. “And when I called Mariam into my office, I looked
deep into her eyes—she, too, had beautiful green eyes—and we both
began to cry. I never had to utter the word. She knew. She
understood. We hugged and said a rosary.”

In a later television interview Mariam
would state that she had never, in her life, said a rosary, and now
probably never would.

 


 


Mariam Clarissa Coggswater was a
slightly better than average looking seventeen-year-old girl, a
little over five feet, six inches tall, with shoulder-length
dirty-blond hair, who possessed two outstanding physical features,
those big beautiful green eyes that even a Gonzalez would notice,
and a perfect, Playboy centerfold body.

“You’ve got the most beautiful green
eyes,” teachers and bookstore cashiers would say, and stop
there.

“She’s got great tits,” the boys at
school would say, or most likely something worse, and stop
there.

Stop there, because, more than
anything else, Mariam was a loner. And it wasn’t because she didn’t
want friends, or at least acquaintances—she went to the high-school
games and had finally attended a party—it’s just that those who
could have been friends, or at least acquaintances, had so little
to say.

Mariam really didn’t care who the
greatest rock’n’roll drummer of all time was, or what happened on
this soap opera or that sitcom, or who was dating whom, or who was
wearing what. It all seemed so trivial. So damned
trivial.

She would prefer a film or a ballgame
or a lingering sunset on Otsego Lake. And usually she would prefer
these alone, more or less, a well-worn paperback her only
companion.

“You read too much,” the other girls
or her mother would say. “That’s why none of the guys will ever
talk to you.”

“They’re afraid of you,” another girl
or her father would say.

“Teenagers aren’t supposed to read,”
they all would say. “and they don’t watch the evening
news.”

“But knowledge is preferable to small
talk,” Mariam would answer, thinking, I’ve got the best body in
school and the only way I can get a guy to touch me is to pass out
from drinking Peppermint Schnapps.

But loneliness was also preferable to
small talk. And so Mariam kept her “beautiful big green eyes” and
“great tits” to herself. She kept her damp daydreams and passing
crushes to herself. She kept her knowledge and that loneliness to
herself. And for the time being, she would also keep the identity
of her unborn child’s father to herself.

 


 


Dave Wiggits would not live to see the
child that Mariam Coggswater believed was his. But had he, and had
he written the inevitable book, he would have told the world how in
fact he and his homosexual lover Bill Waterworth made love on one
side of Bill’s parents’ king-size bed while Mariam lay in her
unconscious state on the other. And when through with what in his
book would have been an extremely graphic depiction of their
lovemaking, Bill would excuse himself so that he could get back to
his guests while the quite spent and naked Dave did the quite
natural thing and cuddled up to Mariam’s thigh.

But the world would be spared this
particular literary miracle when Dave Wiggits would die in a freak
bowling accident that summer. During one of his turns, his last
turn actually, his fingers would somehow forget to let go of his
bowling ball. And that bowling ball, a birthday present from Bill
Waterworth, would pull Dave down the oh-so-recently polished lane,
smack into the bowling pins, where the restacking machine would
proceed to crush his skill quite thoroughly and completely. And
though it was a strike, it was most probably not the way Dave
Wiggits would have wanted to go.

Mariam cried when she found out about
Dave’s death. And for once the loneliness stung, the knowledge
stung, and the lack of it was worse. She wished she had told him
about the pregnancy. She wished she had asked him about that night.
She wished, she wanted. She didn’t know what the fuck she wished or
wanted.

Uncertainty wasn’t preferable to small
talk.

 


 


In Bill Waterworth’s
book, Dave Wiggits Was My Gay
Lover, he would explain how he and Dave
made love numerous times that night while “the best body in all of
Otsego County lay unconscious and in waiting not twelve inches from
where we balled.”

Waterworth would also explain that, if
he and Dave had indeed not been gay, “We would have done Mariam in
a second,” adding, “as long as she had been
unconscious.”

And though Mariam never at this time
spoke of her belief that Dave Wiggits was the father of her unborn
child, the Cooperstown rumor mill had long since placed the two of
them on Bill’s parents’ king-size bed the night of that keg
party.

“It was perfect!” Waterworth would
write. “It was the cover Dave and I needed. We would often brag in
gym class about taking turns with Mariam the night of the party and
how we weren’t really sure which of us was the baby’s real
father.”

Mariam would never read Waterworth’s
book.

Ever.

 


 


At one point, early in the pregnancy,
Mariam thought about having an abortion. A thought encouraged by
her parents, Richard and Lillian.

“It won’t hurt,” Lillian
said.

“That’s not what I’m afraid of,”
Mariam argued.

“So, you’re afraid,” Lillian said.
“I’ll go with you and hold your hand.”

“No, that’s not it,” Mariam
said.

“What is it then?” Richard
asked.

“I think I want to have this baby,”
Mariam said.

“You’re crazy,” Richard said. “She’s
crazy. Fucking nuts.”

“You’re not ready to have a baby,”
Lillian said. “You don’t even have a boyfriend.”

“What does that have to do with
anything?” Mariam asked.

“You just want a little friend, don’t
you?” Lillian said. “She’s lonely.”

“She’s nuts,” Richard said, again. “If
she wants a friend, she should get a dog.”

“She’s just confused,” Lillian
said.

“I’m not confused,” Mariam insisted.
“And I don’t want a dog.”

“What have you got against dogs?”
Richard asked.

“I haven’t got anything against dogs,”
Mariam said.

“Then what’s your problem?” Richard
asked.

“Her problem is that she’s pregnant,”
Lillian said.

“I know that, for Christ’s sake,”
Richard yelled.

“I’ve given this a lot of thought,”
Mariam said.

“You haven’t given it the right
thought,” Richard said.

“The right thought for whom?” Mariam
asked.

“Think of what the neighbors’ll
think,” Lillian said.

“Who cares what the neighbors think?”
Mariam said. “It’s my baby.”

“And who’s the father?” Richard
demanded.

And Mariam was silent.

“Tell us, dear,” Lillian
said.

And Mariam was silent.

“Do we know the boy?” Lillian
asked.

And Mariam said nothing.

“Oh, so it’s an immaculate fucking
conception,” Richard said. “It’s a fucking miracle.”

And Mariam began to cry.

“You’ll ruin your life,” Richard
said.

“What about college?” Lillian
asked.

“Your reputation?” Richard
asked.

“A career?” Lillian asked.

“What career?” Mariam screamed. “What
reputation? This is my baby. And I want it. I have to have
it.”

“Why?” both Richard and Lillian
asked.

“And Mariam continued to cry. She
continued to scream. She screamed, “I don’t know.”

And neither did her
parents.

How could they?

 


 


In his book,
From Jesus, Mary, and Joseph to Ilona, Mariam,
and Dave, George Wiggits, Dave’s father,
would deny his son’s homosexuality and insist that Dave was indeed
Ilona’s natural father and that Dave and Mariam were madly in love
and had talked of eloping shortly before Dave’s untimely
death.

“He told me he was the father, time
and time again,” the senior Wiggits would write. “He even described
most of their sexual encounters in detail. Dave really loved big
boobs, and that Coggswater girl certainly delivered in that area,”
adding, “I was so proud of my boy.”

In a later television interview Mariam
would say that not only had she never been in love with Dave
Wiggits, though she had, at one point, been certain she was
carrying his child, they had never spoken of eloping, and in fact,
had never spoken at all, period.

“Not even hello?” the television
interviewer asked.

“Not even hello.”

 


 


And during the sixth month of
pregnancy, on a particularly lazy midsummer evening, not long after
her graduation from Cy Young High, a graduation ceremony her
parents would refuse to attend, Mariam, alone, crumpled paperback
in hand, napped on a favorite bench overlooking Otsego Lake. And
she dreamed. She dreamed a dream that she neither understood nor
ever gave much thought to, with one slight exception.

She dreamed of being in the Baseball
Hall of Fame. The museum was empty except for her and a man. A
strange man with almost angelic features. And that strange man
approached her and introduced himself as Gabe.

And Gabe said, “Rejoice, highly
favored one, the Lord is with you; blessed are you among
women.”

And though Mariam expected to be
handed a pamphlet and asked for a donation, she said nothing. And
Gabe continued, “Do not be afraid, Mariam,” he said, “For you have
found favor with God.”

How do you know my name, she thought,
but again said nothing.

“And behold,” Gabe continued, “you
have conceived in your womb and shall bring forth a Daughter, and
shall call Her name Ilona.”

And Mariam was confused, though she
sort of like the name Ilona.

“She will be great, and will be called
the Daughter of the Highest.”



And Mariam said, finally, “What the
hell are you talking about?”

And Gabe said, “The Holy Spirit has
come upon you, and the power of the Highest has overshadowed you;
therefore, also, the Holy One who is to be born will be called the
Daughter of God.”

“Oh, that makes it a lot clearer,”
Mariam said, sarcastically.

And Gabe said, “Just remember, For
with God nothing is impossible.”

But before Mariam could scream for a
security guard, Gabe was gone.

And Mariam awoke to catch the end of
what surely must have been the most glorious of sunsets. And she
laughed to herself, being pregnant really plays havoc with your
system.

“Ilona, huh?” she said.

And she laughed again and watched the
sun disappear.

She didn’t know.

How could she?
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Chestnut Street

 


 


“How can a baby not change
everything?” Mariam Clarissa Coggswater thought, Mariam Clarissa
Coggswater said.

“But do you have to move out?” Lillian
asked.

“Yes, I have to move out.”

She had to.

And grandmother Lillian looked at the
infant Ilona. “She’s such a good baby,” Lillian said, many times,
before starting to cry.

“Is she?” Mariam asked. She didn’t
know, she couldn’t. “Is she really?”

“Absolutely,” Lillian
answered.

And she was.

And shortly before Thanksgiving, the
mother and child moved on.



 


With her part-time job at the
Cooperstown Rexall Pharmacy becoming full time, Mariam found and
was able to afford what the real-estate agent, Babs Rothburg,
called a “charming” two-bedroom walkup on Chestnut Street, “just
four blocks from the Baseball Hall of Fame.”

Rothburg would explain in
her book, The New Holy
Land, that Linda Maronne, the apartment’s
tenant, was looking for a roommate, and when Rothburg first met
Mariam and “that divine child” she knew that Maronne’s Chestnut
Street apartment would be a place “they could call
home.”

It was.

 


 


Linda Maronne was new to Cooperstown.
She arrived by way of Waterbury, Connecticut, as loner and lonely.
This feisty, dark-haired, dark-eyed, twenty-one-year-old Italian
with unpracticed Roman Catholic beliefs had been thrown out of her
parents’ house only six months earlier. She was pregnant, her cause
and their reason. But suffering a miscarriage three months into
that pregnancy, Linda left Waterbury, her parents, her past, for
good.

Hitchhiking, with a suitcase, a
backpack, and what little money she had, Linda was offered a ride
by a family of four, an up-and-coming attorney, his wife and two
small children, on their way to visit the Baseball hall of Fame.
Why not she figured, and within a week, early into September’s last
week, Linda was living in that “charming” two-bedroom walkup on
Chestnut Street holding a job as a cocktail waitress at the After
Midnight Lounge.

“You’re not a Jesus freak, or anything
like that?” Linda asked, on the first meeting.

“Nothing like that, at all,” Mariam
said, “I have very little to do with religion.”

“Okay, then get your
things.”

“That’s it? That’s all you wanted to
know?”

“That’s all I need to
know.”

And the infant Ilona, who until this
time had been observing silently form her mother’s arms,
giggled.

And both women looked at Ilona, then
at each other, and they, too, began to laugh.

It was a perfect beginning.

And this trinity of sorts would become
a team, the best of friends, three best friends—Mariam’s first two
best friends, her first two real friends—two single attractive
young women and one slightly remarkable baby.

 


 


Ilona spoke her first word a few weeks
after her first birthday, a birthday that was quietly celebrated
with a cake, a candle, and a bevy of presents.

And during one of these later
television interviews, between correcting wrong assumptions, Mariam
would joke that the first word was “iconoclast.” But after the
commercial break, one of many, Mariam would admit that Ilona’s
first word had really been “Seaver” and was said on a Sunday
afternoon while mother and daughter and roommate watched the New
York Mets baseball team beat the Los Angeles Dodgers by a score of
five to two. During a close-up of the Mets’ pitcher Tom Seaver,
Ilona pointed at the TV screen and said his name.

“At first I just agreed,” Mariam would
explain. “Yup, that’s Tom Seaver. And then it hit me that Ilona had
spoken her first word. ‘Seaver.’ Linda and I were so excited we
popped open a bottle of champagne that Linda had been saving for a
special occasion.”

That champagne would be Mariam’s first
drink in quite some time.

 


 


In early 1973, Mariam began dating
William Smith, who had been courting and urging her on with
flowers, notes, and calls for about a month before she finally
agreed to “dinner, just dinner,” as she explained to
Linda.

“It’s about time,” Linda
said.

Smith, a doctor who suffered form what
he said were nothing more than bad headaches, met Mariam while
having a prescription at the Cooperstown Rexall Pharmacy where she
worked.

“Sometimes I feel like I’ve got the
weight of the whole world on my shoulders,” Smith told her, popping
one of those headache pills.

“Maybe you should see a doctor,”
Mariam said with a smile.

“I don’t believe in doctors.” Smith
smiled back.

Mariam liked William Smith.

And why not? Smith was a tall,
good-looking man of about forty, though at times he seemed ageless,
almost timeless, with a rugged face and large hands and a masculine
smell that Mariam adored.

“What is that cologne?” Linda asked,
noticing.

“I don’t know,” Mariam said, “but it
does drive me crazy.”

And it did.

“He’s a good man,” Linda
added.

And he was.

And kind.

William Smith adored Ilona, treating
her as if she were his.

“He’s so good with Ilona,” Mariam told
Linda. “She even calls him Dad.”

“He lets her?” Linda asked.

And Mariam nodded.

“Does he have any bad
habits?’

“Well, he doesn’t really like
baseball.”

“That’s it?”

“Yup.”

“Marry him,” Linda said.

 


 


On Easter morning, Smith arrived at
the Chestnut Street apartment with three colorful Easter baskets,
one for Mariam, one for Ilona, and one for Linda.

“I didn’t want you to feel left out,”
he told Linda, handing her the basket.

“Thank you,” she said.

And Ilona ripped into her basket,
exposing the mounds of chocolates and jelly beans, the small
stuffed toy rabbit, and an official New York Mets baseball
cap.

“The Mets,” Ilona said. “Thanks,
Dad.”

And Mariam smiled as Ilona proudly wore her Mets cap and hugged her
rabbit.

“I thought you didn’t like baseball,”
Mariam said.

“But Ilona does,” Smith
explained.

And Linda discovered similar treats in
her basked, including one of those toy rabbits.

“See, I got one, too,” Linda said to
Ilona.

“That way they won’t be lonely,” Ilona
said.

“That’s right, they won’t be lonely,”
Linda said.

“And they can protect each other,”
Ilona continued. “And they’ll never scream.”

And Linda smiled. What a wonderful
imagination, she thought.

And Mariam opened her basket, and
under the mounds of chocolates and jelly beans, instead of yet
another rabbit or even an official New York Mets baseball cap, she
found a small, perfectly wrapped box. And opening the box she found
a simple but elegant Rolex watch, as small version of the one
William never seemed to take off.

“They last eternities,” William
said.

“I don’t know what to say,” Mariam
said. “I mean, thank you, but, why? I mean, what’s the
occasion?”

“Let’s just say,” William explained,
popping one of those headache pills, “Easter has always been very
special to me.”

 


 


Shortly after Ilona’s third birthday,
a birthday that was heartily celebrated with a cake, three candles,
and more than a bevy of presents all in front of a televised Mets
game—“I thought you didn’t like baseball,” Mariam thought at the
time, remembering smith’s answer, “But Ilona does”—William Smith
left Cooperstown, Ilona, and Mariam, left them to work for the
Peace Corps in some remote part of Africa.

“They need me,” he
explained.

“But, we need you, too,” Mariam said.
“I need you.”

“I’ll be back as soon as humanly
possible.”

But Smith never would return to
Cooperstown. Becoming gravely ill in early December, those
headaches finally taking their toll, he died in his sleep on
Christmas morning, 1973, and was buried in that remote part of
Africa.

Mariam was devastated. She would sit
silently night after night in the living room of that Chestnut
Street apartment. And though the tears would eventually stop, the
sadness, the absolute emptiness could not, would not, seem to go
away.

“It’ll be okay, Mom,” Ilona told her.
“He’s in heaven now.”

And Mariam could look up into her
daughter’s eyes and manage a smile, then a hug.

Mariam didn’t know.

How could she?

 


 


According to
The Miracle Matinee, a
short book written by Kenneth Arbor, manager of the Cooperstown
Cinema 1, 2, 3 & 4 from 1972 to 1978, Mariam Coggswater forgot,
or at least tried to forget, that sadness and emptiness at the
movies.

“I would see her and little Ilona, and
many times Linda, at least twice a week,” Arbor would write,
“sometimes more, and always on that Sunday matinee.”

According to this book,
Ilona’s favorite film was Charlie Chaplin’s The Kid, which she first saw in late
1974 during a retrospective of film classics the cinema was
sponsoring. Arbor would comment, “Ilona was only four years old,
but she fell for Chaplin in a big way. I never knew why at this
time, whether it was the baggy suit and big shoes, his cane or his
mustache, or maybe his funny walk. It didn’t matter. She would say
his name over and over again and was just so darn cute about it, I
scheduled some of Chaplin’s other movies, The Gold Rush, City Lights, Modern Times, and a few of his
shorts. And Ilona would arrive early, clutching Mariam’s hand,
leading her into the theater, always taking her same seat in the
third row, and she’d be enthralled, laughing, sometimes crying, as
if this little girl understood completely all that was going
on.”

Ilona would later explain that it was
more than the baggy suit and big shoes, more than the cane or
mustache, much more than the funny walk. She would explain that it
was Chaplin’s humaneness.

 


 


Ilona began her formal education and
Cooperstown’s Saint Mary’s School just a few days shy of her fifth
birthday, a birthday that would be softly celebrated with a cake,
six candles (“One for good luck!” Mariam explained), a few rather
large presents, and a Chaplin film at the Cooperstown Cinema 1, 2,
3 & 4. Mariam wanted her exceptionally bright child to have the
best education she could afford and, at least at this time, Saint
Mary’s seemed preferable to the Babe Ruth Elementary and Junior
High School.

Records verify that Ilona was an
exceptional student with a near solid A average from kindergarten
right through to eighth grade and graduation. Her only problem
seemed to be religion, where her various teachers labeled her
“disruptive,” “argumentative,” “impossible,” “an atheist,” “a pain
in the neck,” “a troubled child,” “possessed by satanic notions,”
“sarcastic,” “a heathen,” “disrespectful,” “blasphemous,” “slightly
retarded,” “deeply disturbed,” “in need of psychiatric counseling,”
“embarrassing,” “a heterodoxy,” and “the reason for my early
retirement.”

But, seeing that religion played no
part in Mariam’s life, these comments bothered her little, if at
all. A solid education was what she wanted for her daughter, and
the Bible and the Catholic church with their teachings of Adam and
Eve and Noah’s Ark had no practical use in today’s turbulent
world.

“I know all about Noah’s Ark,”
first-grader Ilona told her mother.

“And do you believe that story?”
Mariam asked.

“Parts of it,” Ilona said.

“What parts?”

“The parts that weren’t made
up.”

“And do you think that God can really
make it rain for forty days and forty nights?”

“Yup.”

“Well, maybe you’re right.”

“I am.”

“Personally, I don’t know.”

And it’s not that Mariam didn’t
believe in some supreme being. It’s just that she gave that supreme
being, that might or might not even exist, little thought. And it’s
not that she felt that her daughter should likewise give that
supreme being that might or might not even exist, little thought.
Mariam, in fact, felt that Ilona should make up her own mind about
supreme beings and whatnot. It was, after all, Ilona’s
life.

Agnostic
was the accepted term for what Mariam was. Not
that she felt what she was needed a fancy name. She disliked
labeling almost as much as she disliked dictionaries, and would
never again consciously use either after having to look up
heterodoxy.

 


 


The importance of the New York Mets in
Ilona’s life would grow and continue well past that first word and
her official baseball cap. And while most kids her age were glued
to reruns and Saturday morning cartoons, Ilona watched the
televised games.

“I’ve never seen the Mets lose,” she
would later say.

She never did.

And while many who know major-league
baseball might consider that alone some kind of miracle, Ilona
always swore that she never had anything to do with the outcome of
any games.

“Never?” amazed interviewers would
ask.

“Yup,” Ilona would say.

“Yup, never?”

“Yup, never.”

Instead Ilona preferred to concentrate
on gastronomical miracles, at least at first.

And miracle number one occurred during
a second-grade class trip to Cooperstown’s Farmers’
Museum.

When unable to visit the concession
stand for a diet soda, and tired of the stale, lukewarm water in
the water coolers that seemed to be located around every corner,
Ilona led one of her friends to what she called “a special water
cooler.”

“Taste the water in that cooler,”
Ilona said.

“The water here is icky,” the other
second-grader replied.

“Just taste it.”

And she did. And a brown syrupy liquid
gushed forth from where water should have come.

“It tastes like Pepsi,” the little
girl said.

“Not Pepsi,” Ilona explained. “It’s
Tab.”

“What’s Tab doin’ in the water
cooler?”

Ilona shrugged. And her little friend
shrugged and took another sip.

And it was Ilona’s turn. She stepped
up to the cooler and drank its Tab and smiled. How, even at seven,
she loved that chemical aftertaste.

“Ah . . .” she said.

“Ahh . . .” her little friend
repeated.

“Ahh . . .”

And they giggled and ran and rejoined
the other second-graders.

“Ahh . . .”

 


 


This was followed by a similar miracle
in the third grade during lunch.

It seems that the then eight-year-old
Ilona was less than thrilled with the scheduled luncheon menu of
liver and onions. So, when stepping up to order her food, she
firmly requested, “One salad, please.”

The stunned cook raised and eyebrow,
cocked her head just slightly to one side, and said, “All we got is
liver and onions. You want liver and onions, fine. If not, move
on.”

And Ilona said, “It looks like salad
to me.”

And the cook glanced down at what
should have been a half-filled platter of unappetizing liver and
onion and saw neatly arranged rows of reusable plastic bowls each
filled with a simple but nutritious mixture of lettuce, cucumbers,
tomatoes, grated American cheese, croutons, and one pitted black
olive. And looking up at the TODAY’S MENU blackboard the cook read
the words, written in her own unmistakable handwriting, “Garden
Fresh Salad—75 cents,” then carefully and slowly, maybe too slowly,
placed one of those salad-filled reusable plastic bowls on the tray
held in midair by Ilona’s outstretched arm.

And Ilona said, “Some creamy Italian
dressing, please.”

And the cook blindly reached to where
the packets of salad dressing would be kept if indeed salad were
the food offering of the day, which it appeared to be, and finding
the packets, as she was afraid she would, grabbed what she knew to
be the creamy Italian and handed it to Ilona.

And Ilona said, “Thank
you.”

 


 


Though so much of what would be
written about the Chestnut Street years would be filled with
hearsay, exaggerations, and lies, there would be two noteworthy
exceptions.

The Divine Pupil,
a four-thousand-page epic by Sister Hermina Braun,
Ilona’s fourth-grade teacher, who would write, “Ilona continually
criticized the Lord’s Prayer, all classic prayers for that matter,
insisting that, ‘God is sick and tired of the same old thing. It
just adds to His headaches. And God has enough headaches.’ She was
always preaching about God’s headaches. I began to believe our Holy
Father had a brain tumor.”:

In Holy Pediatrics, Dr. Gerard McKenna,
Ilona’s pediatrician, would take over nine hundred pages to tell us
that Ilona was basically a very healthy child. The doctor would
devote nearly half the book to a case of chicken pox Ilona suffered
through when she was six, even analyzing the patterns and clusters
the disease chose to take, paying special attention to a
“crosslike” pattern of severe blotches that erupted on the child’s
left buttock.

 


 


Mariam and Ilona would share the
Chestnut Street apartment with Linda Maronne for nine years. Nine
years of safety, comfort, and warmth, of laughter and tears, of
growing up, nine years of love.

And the singular most unbelievable
aspect of this living arrangement was that Linda Maronne would
never speak or write of her life with Mariam and Ilona. Despite
promised advances running into the millions and national exposure
on the talk-show circuit, she would never divulge, never give
in.

Today Linda runs the Dew Drop Inn, a
modest bar on Otsego Lake, earning a more than comfortable living.
She has remained single, independent, and a close friend to both
Mariam and Ilona.

 


 


But that’s jumping ahead.
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Susquehanna
Avenue

 


 


During the summer of 1979, Babs
Rothburg, new owner of a Century 21 real estate franchise, sold
Linda what would shortly become the Dew Drop Inn, where customers
could, if they so desired, dance, dine, and drink.

In need of minor repairs, this
“charming” two story building located on the southwestern edge of
Otsego Lake, would give Linda, who had saved many a tip first from
waitressing and then from bartending, the freedom and financial
security she desired, while its second floor would make a pleasant
two-bedroom apartment complete with a balcony overlooking the lake.
But both Linda and Mariam knew that this apartment was no place to
raise the almost nine-year-old Ilona.

How can a bar not change everything?
Mariam and Linda sadly realized.

So, Rothburg found Mariam, who herself
had set aside substantial savings after being named manager of the
Cooperstown Rexall Pharmacy in late 1975, and Ilona a “charming”
six-room white colonial on Susquehanna Avenue, not far from the
Susquehanna River, only two and a half blocks from where
Susquehanna Avenue crossed Chestnut Street.

This house is where Ilona would spend
the next nine years of her life.

 


 


Ilona’s formal education continued
with little change. Very little.

Toward the end of her eighth and final
year at Saint Mary’s, Ilona was sent to the principal’s office, an
almost daily ritual, one that both Ilona and the school officials
had grown tired of.

The principal, Sister
Katherine Flaherty, began as she usually did. “What did you
do now?” Sister
Flaherty asked.

“I tried to explain to Sister Barbara
that the Old Testament was not to be taken literally.”

“Ilona,” the nun said, “how many times
do I have to ask you not to argue with Sister Barbara? I know you
disagree with her teachings. We all know. Believe me.”

“Then why do I have to sit through her
class?”

“Because it’s school
policy.”

“So you expect me to sit there and not
voice my opinion?’

“I pray that you sit there and not
voice your opinions.”

“Well, that’s not about to
work.”

“Then,” Sister Flaherty asked, “what
do you recommend?”

“That you drop religion class form the
school curriculum,”

Ilona suggested.

“But we’re a Catholic
school,”

“That isn’t my problem.”

“Can’t you just hold your
tongue?”

“Not when she’s telling me that Eve
was made out of one of Adam’s ribs.”

“Well, if Eve wasn’t made out of one
of Adam’s ribs, please explain to me then exactly where she came
from.”

And Ilona looked at the nun with that
intense, wide-eyed, green-eyed gaze. A look that made Sister
Flaherty gasp slightly.

“This is hopeless,” Ilona
said.

“For once we agree,” Sister Flaherty
said.

And hoping for some parental guidance,
the principal called Mariam and asked her to stop by the school at
her convenience.

“What’s wrong?” Mariam
asked.

“It’s Ilona’s attitude.”

And Mariam was silent.

“In religion class.”

“How’s she doing in her other
classes?”

“Straight A’s, as always.”

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/119363
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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