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It was the deep part of winter; the cold and the snow both lay thick outside my house.  I was ten and had not yet discovered that my best friend Matt, who was 12, had concocted a secret plan soon to be hatched on our parents.  

Their party had commenced upon the arrival of shivering guests, who were all too happy to take shelter from the chilly offerings outside. All now amused themselves with vigorous conversations, adult refreshments, and raucous laughter.

Our refuge was the semi-quiet kitchen adjacent to our parents’ joyous proceedings.  The TV, our reluctant entertainment for the evening, chattered on about nothing when Matt knowingly leaned over in his bar stool and half whispered, "Wanna go to the corner store?”

I blinked hard, giving his words time to settle in my numb ears. As yet another in a lengthy parade of commercials popped onto the television screen, some primal force answered for me, "Let's do it.”

My brain sharply responded: What did he say? Is he mad? That's a half-mile from here---in the snow! The interstate is closer to that store than this house. He’s not old enough. Dark… it's dark outside. Parents will never approve.

My father was somewhere in the living room through a dense forest of swaying legs and hips. I approached him, mistakenly I’m sure, with confidence, yet all the while rehearsing my defense with the most convincing words a fifth grader could.  But, without even having to launch my rebuttal, the reply “You bet” arced from my dad’s lips to his stunned son’s ears. 

“Let's go!” I chirped at Matt, running hastily through the kitchen.

We briefly wrestled with our coats waiting patiently on their hooks, and only had them loosely drawn about us as we bolted out the door into darkness. 

“Crunch-Slook-Crunch-Slook,” spoke our feet as we dinted fresh snow.  I lobbed a flimsy smile at Matt which veiled the anxiety I felt as I half expected our parents, reuniting with their sanity, to come dashing madly out of the house for us both.  

Halfway across the lawn, I glanced sheepishly back over my shoulder toward the windows’ glow, making sure we had not misconstrued my dad’s affirmative answer.  No one appeared.  We were free.

My exhilaration and shock gradually turned to numbing awe as we wandered into a new world of wintry splendor.  We ambled past the aging church that sat hunched over my backyard.  Icicles drooped from its roof grinning a wide, silvery smile. Starched, white trees stood motionless---the fickle wind had shuffled off to bed hours before.  Snowdrifts leaned gingerly, like ballerinas, against the walls of the dormant fire station. 

The painting we had now trespassed lent no similarity to the town I recognized in daylight.  Shadowy alleys and rigid brick buildings melted into smooth, shapely colors arranged by some unseen artist’s nimble hands. Matt and I said nothing to keep from spoiling the gift of vision we had been given. And with each dreamy step, we withdrew further from reality, and inched closer to our destination.


Finally arriving on the doorstep of the corner store, it had slipped my mind why we had gone there in the first place. Dazed, I dutifully made a minimal purchase, though I could not tell you now what that item was or if I truly enjoyed it.  

We could have easily been at the grand gates of some fairy tale, candy castle, the king granting us full run of the endless aisles of sweetness, and I would have given it all away for the experience of walking that frigid half-mile.

Late that night, walk-weary, but warmed by the affair, we returned home with our treasure in-tow; not the sugary confections that had long since been consumed, but the newfound gift of independence.

Many years passed before I heard a saying that captured the meaning of our adventure that extraordinary night.  The wise author said, “Life is not about the destination; it is about the journey.”  Not at the end of the journey, but somewhere along that solemn, winter walk, I grew up.


