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			Top of the First Inning

			Memories are the mind’s only preoccupation on the beach of my dreams. The sun rises from the ocean and sinks into the bay. Tides relentlessly advance and retreat across the sand. The hands of my watch are as irrelevant as my own.

			The entirety of each person’s life is eventually encapsulated into a brief newspaper obituary. What will be written about my life was all the consequence of one year of my life. My entire existence turned on the events of twelve months in a college town.

			Life in a college town is often vibrant, sometimes raucous. That description applies during the nine months between Labor Day and Memorial Day, but during the three months between Memorial Day and Labor Day a college town could be described more aptly as purgatory. You know something good is coming after you’ve done enough suffering.

			My first year at Central Valley State College very nearly killed me. I survived the experience, made a few friends, and met a girl. Her going home that first summer was the cause of most of my suffering. There was an aspect of having a girlfriend that I had never considered: When you have someone, you have someone to lose.

			I felt lost between worlds during my summer in purgatory. After two years of community college I had transferred to Central Valley. I was officially a member of the class of 1979, but I didn’t feel like I belonged. Transferring to a new school was like walking into a theater midway through the movie. You knew everyone who had been there since the beginning had a better experience. I grew up in Philadelphia, but I no longer considered Philadelphia home. My home would now be wherever I was living, but I didn’t feel much at home living in the town of Central Valley.

			Going back to Philadelphia for summer break, however, would have been worse than purgatory. When my junior year ended, I decided to stay in the Valley. I had to pay rent for the summer months or risk losing my apartment. I signed up for a couple of summer session classes to make the most of my rent money. It’s just that there wasn’t much to do in Central Valley during the summer. Well, other than worry about what my girlfriend was doing at home.

			Central Valley is a remote little college town. It sits deep in the mountains of central Pennsylvania, nestled alongside the Susquehanna River. I’m not saying Central Valley is the end of the earth, but you’re close enough to see it from there. The town’s heyday was in the late nineteenth century, when factories and mills sprang up along the river. Fortunes were made, and a prosperous town emerged.

			Most of the factories closed after the Second World War. Central Valley would have withered, like many small towns in the region, if not for the College. The College pumped countless millions of dollars into the local economy. Central Valley’s Main Street thrived; every storefront was occupied.

			The townies and the students kept their distance but generally got along. The long list of ordinances enacted by the town to help keep the peace was zealously enforced. Any college kid who stepped out of line felt their full wrath.

			Central Valley’s town park, near the river, was one of my favorite spots. Sports fields and picnic pavilions provided entertainment for families. Townies and students alike used the pond for fishing in the summer and ice skating in the winter. Walking and jogging trails paralleled the riverbank. I found myself going there often that summer. After a while, my apartment, which was more a room than an apartment, took on the feel of a jail cell. A long run or walk along the river did a lot to clear my head.

			I often stopped to take in an inning or two of the baseball games that were played on the park fields. Baseball had always been my favorite sport. Watching the games brought back memories of my playing days.

			When I was a kid, people always rambled on about winter, spring, summer, and fall. In my mind there was only baseball season and the rest of the year. On game days I’d put my uniform on as soon as I woke up in the morning.

			For some reason I had to be the first person at the field before a game. I loved watching an empty field come to life as players warmed up, and the stands filled with spectators. Afterward I’d find a reason to linger, trying to keep the feeling alive as long as possible. In the winter, when the fields were covered in snow, I couldn’t look at them. They were so depressing that I had to turn my head as I passed. An empty baseball field feels too much like a cemetery.

			I have no idea why I love the game. In six years of playing organized baseball, I don’t remember a single game where I hit a pitched ball or caught one in the outfield. Yet, there was never a time I didn’t want to be on the field. I wanted to bat even if striking out would end the game. I wanted to be in the field even if an error would lose the game.

			At practice I could hit line drives all over the park, and fly balls rarely eluded my glove. For some reason I couldn’t do it when the other team was wearing a different color uniform. My hands and my eyes would never agree on where the ball was going to be.

			Despite all the failure my faith never wavered. Every time I stepped into the batter’s box, I believed I would produce a hit. Each time I ran to the outfield, I was certain I would make a great catch. Some synapse in my brain kept sending a signal that I would succeed. It would only take one more at bat; I only needed one more inning.

			Playing baseball was an obsession for me until I got to high school. I was foolish enough to go out for the school team. It didn’t matter how well I did in my tryout; my rec league reputation preceded me. A lot of people had a good laugh when I was the first one cut. Many of them were supposed to be my friends. The laughter hurt as much as not making the team.

			Ironically, my identical twin brother, Ricky, was born with incredible baseball talent. Every coach in rec league wanted to pick him in the player draft. League rules required brothers to be on the same team. Ricky was so talented, coaches didn’t mind being forced to waste a draft pick on me in order to get him. Ricky made all-state in high school, and he earned a full scholarship to college.

			I often questioned why fate gave him all the ability and me only the desire. You would think the talent might be distributed a little more evenly between identical twins. I didn’t need to be as good as Ricky, I just wanted to be good enough to make a play. It was just my bad luck to have been born me.

			I was a kid trying to play a kid’s game; it’s amazing how much grief I took for it. People weren’t intelligent enough to remember the numbers on our jerseys. Every time I struck out or made an error, people would laugh and say, “The other brother must be the good one.”

			My hearing was excellent even if my hitting and fielding were lousy. If nothing else, the experience taught me to hide my emotions. I never wanted to let people know they had hurt me. Emotion was weakness.

			My greatest distraction that summer in purgatory had been listening to my Philadelphia Phillies on the radio. Central Valley was so remote that television reception was impossible without cable. Unfortunately, cable television didn’t fit into my limited entertainment budget. Radio had to do, unless I could find a bar in town with the game on.

			Financially, I was on my own. I had to pay all my tuition and living expenses. Trying to do all that at minimum wage, plus a few tips, meant I had to work a lot of hours. That was nothing new for me: When I quit playing baseball at fourteen, I had taken a job as a busboy in a diner.

			There are laws regarding how many hours a fourteen-year-old could work. Those laws were not, strictly, adhered to by my employer. Time cards didn’t exist, and payment was made in cash. I worked as many nights, weekends, and holidays as they’d let me. At work no one laughed at me as long as I did my job. Not having a robust social life, most of the money I earned ended up in the bank.

			If you’re willing to live at the subsistence level, bussing tables and washing dishes could be a good career choice. Being experienced in the field, it was easy to find employment in Central Valley. Minimum wage and dish pan hands don’t attract many applicants. If my grades didn’t improve, I was afraid it would become my life’s work.

			As the summer ended, my girlfriend, Meghan, was due back on campus to start cheerleading practice. Purgatory was finally coming to an end. After being apart all summer, I wasn’t sure what to expect. Senior year would be hell if the spell that brought us together had been broken. Three months was a long time, especially when she and her ex-boyfriend lived in the same town.

			The day I first saw Meghan is imprinted in my memory. The night I met her is imprinted on my face. Attending the season’s first football game, at my new school, was practically mandatory. Friends I met at orientation insisted I go or be branded disloyal. The football team was awful, and the game was painful to watch. The cheerleaders, on the other hand, were very easy on the eyes.

			Being attractive is something of a prerequisite for a college cheerleader. The entire squad easily exceeded the requirement. Meghan Mallory clearly stood out, and not just because I thought she was prettier than the others. She took cheering so seriously that she was amusing to watch. It was as if she believed the outcome of the game depended on her performance.

			Meghan was more gifted, athletically, than most of the athletes on the field. She powered through her cheer routines with the strength and agility of a gymnast. Her dance routines were performed with the grace and elegance of a ballerina.

			Her ability to move paled in comparison with her ability to smile. I was watching the game from twenty rows up in the bleachers. Even at that distance, her smile seemed like a lethal weapon. I felt weak in the knees every time she looked in my direction.

			The day that forever altered the course of my life began uneventfully. I was at work when TM walked in needing a favor. TM’s real name is Tom Martin. He was the only person I knew at Central Valley when I transferred. Tom and I had been friends since grade school. His nickname came from the high school basketball coach. There were two Toms on the team, so to prevent confusion, he called them by their initials, TJ and TM.

			TM was a great athlete in high school and played football, basketball, and baseball. He never had a bad word to say about anyone and talked to everyone as if they were his best friend. He had a nickname for everybody, and he called me Duffer. Not that creative since my last name is Duffy, but he had a lot of nicknames to make up. When I was cut from the baseball team, TM was one of the few people who didn’t laugh. He told me I had a good tryout and encouraged me to go out for the team again the next year.

			TM enlisted in the army and left for basic training the day after high school graduation. He was determined to be a paratrooper, like his older brother. He broke his back on his fifth jump and spent weeks in the hospital. He was discharged from the army and enrolled at Central Valley the next year.

			He joined the Sigma Delta fraternity, the biggest jock frat on campus. Their frat house was a huge mansion, just off Main Street, near campus. The long driveway that led to the house from Main Street was known to most people as Sigma Street.

			TM walked into the restaurant that Saturday in a panic, and said, “Duffer, I’m in a bind, and you’re the only guy that can help me. I have to pick up three kegs for tonight’s party, and my car died. Can you give me a hand when you get off work?”

			TM had no business being a Sigma brother. Most of the brothers were varsity athletes, and TM’s athletic days were over. TM was also a really good guy in a fraternity of arrogant assholes. I had had a number of bad experiences with them in my first weeks on campus, but no matter who the beer was for, I couldn’t refuse TM.

			TM was so grateful I agreed to help him that he promised to get me on the guest list for the party. This was a rare honor for a mere commoner like myself. I told him not to worry about the guest list because I had no intention of mixing with his frat brothers. I got off work at five, and the party started at seven. TM was waiting by my car when I walked out the door.

			“We have to hustle, Duffer. The kegs need to be on ice and tapped an hour before the party.”

			We could only fit one keg at a time in my car, so we’d need to make three trips. TM was almost frantic about being late. To get his mind off the time, I asked him what he was doing in the Sigmas. “No offense, TM, you were a great athlete in high school. Then you started jumping out of perfectly good airplanes.”

			TM laughed and said, “My Dad was chapter president when he was at Central Valley. He still donates money to the frat. I’m a legacy so they had to let me pledge.”

			“Why did you want to pledge?” I asked. “You’re not like those guys.”

			TM had a strange way of talking about women. Every discussion of a female referred to some arbitrary ranking system that only he understood. He rated a girl by how he thought she measured up to the rest of the girls in her class or the entire school.

			TM replied, “Duffer, just come to the party tonight and you’ll see why I pledged Sigma! If we get a hundred girls at a party, at least seventy-five are in the top ten percent of their class. Of the top fifty girls on campus, we consistently get thirty at our parties. We get at least seven of the school’s top ten girls at every party. I’m talking the entire school. There’s always a two to one ratio in the guys’ favor.”

			“No offense,” he said to return my dig at him, “even you’d probably score.”

			“Thanks, I appreciate your confidence in me,” I replied.

			“Duffer, you know what I mean. Just show up tonight and you’ll see.”

			Math was not my strongest subject, and his statistics always left me confused. The point wasn’t lost on me, though; a lot of good-looking women came to their parties.

			We drove up Sigma Street and pulled into the parking lot behind the house. We had to carry the first keg up a flight of six stairs, to the back porch, and into the kitchen. The porch door felt like it was made out of cast iron. TM couldn’t lift much because of his back, so I carried most of the keg’s weight while trying to hold open the heavy door.

			Beer and punch were the standard drinks at parties. There were a hundred different recipes for the punch, but the one common ingredient was grain alcohol. People liked it because whatever fruit juice they mixed with the grain made it taste sweet.

			I could hear some of TM’s frat brothers talking in a big room off the kitchen. None of them bothered to get up and give us a hand. I ran back out to the car and grabbed the bags of ice. Even though it was early November, I was breaking a sweat.

			We repeated the process with two more trips to the distributor. The kegs didn’t get any lighter, and I was concerned about them rolling around in the back of my car. Visions of the hatch door glass shattering were making me nervous.

			It was six o’clock when we put the last keg on ice. I had busted a gut to make sure the beer arrived, on time, for the party. It occurred to me that the Sigma brothers owed me a pint or two for my efforts. I told TM he could put my name on the guest list.

			If the top ten percent of whoever was going to be there, I needed to smell better than I did. I drove home, showered, and changed into my best jeans and t-shirt. I reached for my jacket but began to have second thoughts. The jacket was worn and torn, not to mention out of style. It wasn’t fit to wear while mingling with Central Valley’s elite.

			Goldman’s Department Store carried a jacket that was popular on campus. It came in school colors, and Central Valley State was embroidered on the front. I couldn’t justify buying the expensive jacket, even though I really wanted to own one. The party would be my excuse. It was worth spending a week’s grocery money to fit in with the crowd.

			It wouldn’t be the first time I blew the grocery money on something other than food. I once existed for three days eating nothing but what people left on their plates at work. The portions were more than generous. Plates frequently came back into the kitchen with half the food untouched. When you’re hungry, you swallow your pride with your food.

			I knew I was in enemy territory walking up Sigma Street, but I felt uncommonly confident wearing my new jacket. That confidence was quickly replaced with anxiety. Standing in a long line of girls, I realized no other guys had made the guest list. There were two large Sigma brothers sitting on the porch as I got to the head of the line. I recognized them as offensive linemen on the football team. Offensive was an apt description.

			“What do you want?” one of them grunted.

			“My name is Randy Duffy, and I’m on the guest list,” I replied.

			Without even looking, he said, “I don’t see a Randy Duffy on my list.”

			I told him, “Ask Tom Martin, I helped him pick up the beer.”

			“Look, punk, you don’t tell me to do anything. I said your name isn’t on the list. Besides, we don’t need any kitchen help tonight.”

			My Irish was up, and I considered asking him if he knew how to read, but the two bouncers outweighed me by five hundred pounds, so I bit my tongue. If I’d learned nothing else in high school, I’d learned I wasn’t good in a fight.

			My one high school fight had been completely one sided. I was eating lunch in the cafeteria when Billy Hanson walked by and poured a can of soda over my head. I jumped up to knock the can out of his hand, and he punched me in the face. Blood gushed from my nose as I fell back into my chair. He put me in a headlock and hit me a couple more times.

			Not one of the nine other people sitting at the table lifted a finger to help me. A few even laughed as I bled. Being laughed at again hurt worse than the pounding I had taken. It made me wonder if I had a single friend.

			Billy claimed he thought I was my twin brother, Ricky, who had just stolen his girlfriend. I think Billy figured hitting me would feel just as good and be a little easier. The worst part was that I got a detention for fighting. It was like being arrested for bleeding on the sidewalk after a mugging.

			Now, on the Sigma porch, I was in something of a standoff with the bouncers. I felt the stare of every girl in the line. Looking like a loser and walking away with my tail between my legs was not an option. Getting in a dustup with the goons at the front door was an equally unattractive proposition. Then TM showed up, grabbed me by the collar, and pulled me into the house.

			The bouncer yelled at him, “Is this guy your date, Martin? Why didn’t he bring you flowers?”

			TM responded, “He’s the reason you have beer tonight!”

			The bouncer fired back, “We don’t have to let in a stray every time your car won’t start.”

			TM could see I was pissed and said, “Relax, that’s how he talks to everyone. If he stopped being miserable, he wouldn’t have a personality. Let’s go get a beer.”

			I had seen the Sigma house from the outside plenty of times. I had always wondered what it looked like on the inside. Imagine a museum trashed by a mob. It must have been opulent at one time, but that time was a long time ago. There were high ceilings, large windows, and big rooms with elaborate woodwork.

			There were also holes in the walls, scratched floors, and broken chandeliers. The overpowering odor of stale beer and cigarettes was omnipresent. If you got anywhere near the bathrooms, the smell of urine and puke was inescapable.

			TM was absolutely right about the girls, though. There were at least two for every guy, and they were all good looking. Standing in line for a beer, in the kitchen, I was watching the crowd in the big room. In walked Eric Stultz, pulling Meghan along with him. They were something of a celebrity couple on campus. He was the starting quarterback, and she was the cheerleader whose smile rendered me weak. TM told me Eric and Meghan had been dating since high school.

			Eric was sloppy drunk and groping every girl within reach. Understandably, Meghan looked less than happy. Eric, it seemed, had developed a bit of a drinking problem. Some people thought he was the reason the football team was having such a bad season. Many fans were clamoring for him to be benched.

			I had waited in line for ten minutes to get to the keg. TM was just ahead of me, pouring his beer. Eric walked in and pushed TM away from the tap, so he could fill his own cup.

			Eric saw me in line and yelled right in my face, “Who the hell is this guy?”

			It should not have been a surprise that the football players were surly. They had had their heads handed to them that afternoon. The team lost by thirty-five points because Eric threw three interceptions and fumbled twice.

			This was the first time I’d stood close to Eric. Two things were immediately obvious. First, he reeked of alcohol. I had to take a step back in search of better air. Second, we were roughly the same size. I often saw him and his friends when I was at work. I never took note that he was no bigger than me.

			What did I do to deserve this kind of treatment? Once again, I felt the stares of every person in the room. I had no intention of backing down. As wobbly as he was, I’d have a fair chance if I had to throw a punch. Many football fans would probably thank me for putting him out of action.

			After the experience with Billy Hanson, my dad gave me some advice for my next fight. He told me to make sure my first punch landed on my opponent’s nose. Nothing takes the fight out of a guy like a shot to the nose.

			It was time to put Dad’s advice to the test. First, I tried to calculate how many Sigma brothers it would take to throw me through a window after I hit him. Math not being my best subject, it was taking me longer than I had hoped. TM jumped between us and told Eric I was his friend. I was at the party because I helped him pick up the beer.

			Eric shouted, “That’s great, Martin, you invited the delivery boy to our party!”

			Eric laughed in my face and said, “Tell the delivery boy to get me a pizza because I’m hungry.”

			If I stayed any longer, I was going to do something I’d regret. I told TM he could buy me a beer another time and started for the back door.

			TM grabbed me and said, “Sorry about him, Duffer, he’s back on two-a-days.”

			“The football team doesn’t practice twice a day this time of year.”

			“Parties, not practices!” TM replied. “He’s been drinking since breakfast.”

			“Eric drinks before a game?” I asked.

			“Did you see the score?” TM replied.

			He handed me the beer he had just poured and offered another apology. I walked out through the screened-in porch and sat, in the darkness, on the back steps. One of Central Valley’s many ordinances prohibited carrying an open container in town.

			I was actually stupid enough to think a few of the Sigma brothers might thank me for delivering their beer. All I got for my efforts was a heaping helping of humiliation. Being publicly humiliated didn’t bother me all that much. With a job like mine, humiliation was practically a daily experience. What really bothered me was that the beer tasted awful.

			A sudden commotion at the porch door startled me. I turned my head to investigate just as the heavy screen door flew open. The bottom corner of the door struck me in the face and knocked me backward off the step. I landed on my head and was rendered, briefly, completely senseless.

			I was slowly brought back to reality by the familiar taste of blood in my mouth. What did Ricky do now? That was actually my first coherent thought. A girl’s voice was the first thing I remembered hearing. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know you were there.”

			It was Meghan. She had left the party in a huff and vented a great deal of anger on the door as she flung it open.

			She became hysterical. “You’re bleeding! Are you alright? Are you alright?”

			I felt more embarrassed than hurt, but that would quickly change. I tried to tell her I was okay. It was probably difficult to understand me, though, because I was choking on the blood.

			“No, you’re cut, your face is cut. I’m so sorry! I didn’t know you were there, I am so sorry!”

			My new jacket was already stained with a streak of red. I coughed as I tried to clear my throat, and blood sprayed onto Meghan’s sweatshirt.

			“Sorry about that,” I said. “I’ll get that cleaned for you.”

			Not having anything else to stop the bleeding, I took off my jacket and pressed it against my face. I looked up to see a couple of Sigma brothers watching me from the porch. They laughed and shut the door. Have I said that I hate it when people laugh at me?

			“Forget about my shirt, you need to get to a hospital,” Meghan said. “I’m a nursing major, you need stitches. I am so sorry!”

			“If I can just get a towel or something, I’ll be okay. It’s just a nosebleed,” I replied.

			I touched a finger to my nose, and the intense pain told me I was wrong. I could feel the gash in my face. Bleeding to death was infinitely more desirable than going back in the Sigma house for help.

			I looked at my watch and saw that it was almost eight o’clock. “I know where I can get something,” I said as I started walking down the driveway toward Main Street.

			“Are you delirious?” Meghan shouted. “You need to get to the hospital!”

			I replied as calmly as I could, “That’s okay, I know where I’m going. Why don’t you go back to the party?”

			She followed along as I crossed Main Street and stopped in front of Chet’s Grill, home of the best chili in the Valley.

			Meghan must have been convinced that I was out of my mind and protested, “That’s a restaurant! You can’t go in there, you need to get to a hospital!”

			“It’s okay, I know the owner,” I told her.

			“How do you know Chet?”

			“I work here.”

			Surprised, she asked, “You work here? Why?”

			“Because I couldn’t hit a curve ball,” I replied.

			Holding the door open, I motioned for her to go inside, “Ladies before gentlemen,” I said.

			“Don’t worry about being a gentleman when you’re bleeding to death,” she promptly answered.

			In hindsight, I can’t believe I said that. It sounds kind of stupid now, but my mother had drilled the concept into my head.

			Chet was just about to lock up as we entered. I knew he finished at eight on the dot.

			Chet shouted, “Don’t you bleed on my clean floor! I never figured you for a fighter, what’s the other guy look like?”

			“I wasn’t in a fight, I got hit with a door,” I replied.

			Chet laughed and said, “Yeah, sure, that’s what they all say.”

			Meghan, still frantic, said, “Tell him he needs to go to the hospital! He needs stiches!”

			Chet tried calming her down. “Don’t fret, young lady. I have a first aid kit in the kitchen. He’ll be good as new in no time.”

			Chet and I walked toward the kitchen. I looked at Meghan and told her to go back to the party. Not because I was trying to get rid of her; I just didn’t want her to hear me scream like a little girl when Chet started working on my face.

			Chet opened his first aid kit, pulled the jacket away from my face, and shuddered.

			With a look of concern, he said, “You really ought to go to the hospital. It’s a deep cut that’s going to leave a nasty scar. If you promise not to bleed all over the seat, I’ll drive you to the emergency room.”

			“If you provided health insurance for your employees, I might be able to afford the hospital,” I sarcastically replied.

			“I thought you college kids had to have health insurance to go to school.”

			“I have a thousand-dollar deductible,” I told him. Desperate to avoid the hospital, I asked, “Don’t you have a big band aid?”

			Chet gave me some gauze pads and a clean towel to press against my face. He chuckled and said, “You’re right! Who needs hospitals?”

			I applied pressure with the towel while Chet poured some alcohol onto a gauze pad.

			He was grim faced as he said, “Hold on to something because this is going to hurt.”

			He pulled the towel away from my face and cleaned the wound with the alcohol wipe. I let out a shriek but remembered Meghan might still be in the other room. I stuck my fist in my mouth and bit down hard enough to draw blood.

			“Sorry, kid, it’s got to be cleaned out before I close it up. You don’t want it to get infected.”

			I examined the teeth marks on my hand. “You sure you know what you’re doing, Chet?” I asked.

			“If you knew how often a piece of my finger ended up in the chili, you wouldn’t ask me that question.”

			Trying to laugh through the pain, I asked, “Is that the secret ingredient?”

			Chet threatened, “One word of that gets out and you’ll end up in the chili!” He said it seriously enough to give me pause.

			Chet opened a box of butterfly bandages and dumped them on the table. He said I’d have to hold the cut closed while he applied them. We moved over to the washroom, where there was a mirror, and I took the first look at my face. The cut was deepest on the left side of my face and then ran diagonally across the top of the nose. My eye was okay, but the cut continued into the eyebrow and forehead. I was scared and gave the ER another thought.

			Chet grabbed the first butterfly. I used a finger from each hand to squeeze the cut closed, wishing for a bullet to bite. It wasn’t easy to get the bandages to stick. The blood was slippery, and there were too many fingers for so small a space. He applied the butterflies, one after the other, and the bleeding slowed to a trickle. We repeated the process on my forehead and, after using half the box, the bleeding stopped.

			I filled a plastic bag with ice and held it against my face. My heart raced while I tried to compose myself. It’s difficult to calm down when you’re riding the adrenaline surge of a lifetime.

			Chet walked out to the dining area to mop the blood from the floor. He came back into the kitchen and asked, “Who’s the girl?”

			I couldn’t believe she had stuck around and asked, “Is she still out there?”

			“Yeah, she looks real worried. I don’t think she’s leaving until she knows you’re okay. Who is she?” Chet again asked.

			“She was on the other side of the door.”

			Chet stated the obvious. “She’s real pretty!”

			“I can’t say that I disagree with you, Chet.”

			I checked myself out in the mirror, again, and didn’t like what I saw. My face was being held together with thin strips of masking tape, my shirt was a bloody mess, and my new jacket was a lost cause. I tossed the coat in the trash can and put on the jacket I used for the walk-in freezer. I zipped it up tight so my shirt didn’t show, took a deep breath, and strolled out to see Meghan.

			“See, good as new,” I said.

			Meghan gasped at the sight of Chet’s handiwork. “Oh, you look awful!”

			I forced a smile and said, “To be fair, Meghan, you don’t know what I looked like before.”

			She laughed and then asked me how I knew her name. I told her everybody on campus knew Meghan Mallory.

			“That’s not fair, I don’t know your name,” she replied.

			“Not many people do, it’s Randy Duffy,” I said.

			“You should be on your way to the hospital right now, Randy Duffy. That wound needs to be sutured.”

			“Come on, Meghan, have a little faith in Chet. He’s as good a doctor as he is a cook. I’ll walk you back over to the party. We can follow the trail I left.”

			I was hoping a little humor would make her forget about the hospital.

			Bristling at the suggestion, she said, “The Sigma house is the very last place I want to go.”

			“Then I should walk you home,” I said. Being from the city, it didn’t seem like a good idea for a girl to walk the streets alone at night. Even in a small town like Central Valley, bad things sometimes happened.

			“Thanks, but you don’t need to do that. I’ll be okay,” she replied.

			I was concerned for her and without thinking blurted, “Someone as pretty as you shouldn’t walk alone at night.”

			She seemed taken aback by my statement but quickly responded, “Someone as hurt as you shouldn’t be walking at all.”

			“Then you should make sure I get home.”

			She asked where I lived, and I gave her an address. She said, “Okay, that’s just where I’m headed.”

			I thanked Chet for the help and apologized for bleeding on his clean floor. He reminded me that I was scheduled to work in the morning. Sunday morning was always busy, and he needed me in on time. When we got to the door, I instinctively held it open for Meghan.

			“Ladies first,” I said, and started to laugh until it made my face hurt.

			She shook her head and said, “You are absolutely out of your mind.”

			We walked out of Chet’s and turned right onto Main Street. After one block, we came to the intersection of Main and Pine Streets. This is the northern terminus of Main Street and the largest intersection in town. The driveway to the Sigma house comes in there on the opposite side of the street. Once you cross over Pine Street, Main Street becomes College Hill Avenue. Walking from town to campus is referred to as climbing the hill.

			At the top of the hill is a stone wall holding a plaque engraved with the name Central Valley State College. It’s commonly referred to as memorial wall. When a student flunked out, or dropped out, tradition required the student to leave a lit candle in front of the wall. Pretty morbid, but what the hell, we were just college kids. We walked to the top of the hill and turned toward sorority row. As the name suggests, it’s where most of the sorority houses were located.

			She asked for an explanation while we walked. “You’re working at Chet’s because you couldn’t hit a curve ball?”

			“To be perfectly honest, it wasn’t just the curve,” I admitted.

			She was still looking for an explanation. I told her, “It’s a sibling rivalry run amok. My twin brother is going to school on a baseball scholarship. He found a way to pay for his education. I had to do the same.”

			Meghan looked at me as if she didn’t realize that was allowed. “You mean you’re paying your own tuition?”

			“Tuition, books, rent, groceries, and car.”

			“You have a car?”

			She was probably thinking sports car. I was embarrassed to say, “It’s a 1972 Pinto with bald tires, but it gets me where I need to go.” The car had belonged to an elderly neighbor. I always cut his grass and shoveled the snow from his sidewalk. He had a small property, so it wasn’t a big deal. He sold me the car for a hundred dollars when he was forced to give up driving. It was worth five hundred at the time.

			I couldn’t tell if my financial situation impressed her or if she was embarrassed for me. I didn’t think it really mattered because we were almost at our destination. We’d go our separate ways after two more blocks, and I expected that to be the last time we ever spoke.

			To my surprise, she sat down on a bus stop bench and motioned for me to sit next to her.

			“What year are you in?” she asked.

			“I’m a junior,” I replied.

			“So am I,” she said. “You don’t look familiar. Why haven’t I seen you around campus?”

			I told her I had just transferred to Central Valley after two years at a community college.

			“Why were you sitting out on the porch steps?” she asked.

			Without hesitation, I replied, “Because your boyfriend is a jackass!”

			Feeling emboldened, I asked why she was leaving in such a hurry.

			“For the same reason,” she answered.

			I was rather proud of myself for even carrying on a conversation with Meghan. In high school, a conversation with a girl like her would have been difficult. I was always nervous speaking to a good-looking girl, or any girl for that matter. The fear of saying something stupid often made me say something stupid.

			By the time I entered college, that fear was gone. A revelation relieved me of all my nervousness around good-looking girls. I realized it was a mistake to believe one of them would ever want to go out with me. Realizing that I had no shot alleviated all my fears. I knew I could say anything to a girl; whether it was stupid or brilliant didn’t alter my chances.

			We started walking again and soon reached her sorority house. I said, “Here you are, safe and sound.”

			She glared at me and said, “I thought I was walking you home.”

			As if I made an honest mistake, I said, “Oh, then we walked the wrong way. I live on the other side of town.”

			I stepped up onto her porch, motioned to the door, and asked, “Can I get this for you?”

			Her face lit up as she smiled. “You’re a nice guy, Randy Duffy. You’ll probably be in a coma by morning, but you’re a really nice guy. Take care of yourself.”

		

	
		
			Bottom of the First Inning

			The walk to my apartment was over a mile, and the adrenaline was wearing off. It felt as though a bell were ringing in my head with each step. Each time the bell rang, the pain intensified. It was breezy, and my eyes were starting to tear up, making things blurry.

			Central Valley was quiet that night. The only sounds came from inside Will’s Bar, as I passed. Block after block of brick buildings, storefronts, and alleyways, there wasn’t another soul to be seen on Main Street. I was feeling dizzier with each step and began to think Meghan might be right about that coma. I needed to rest and sat down on the curb. The bell in the town hall clock—or maybe it was the bell in my head—chimed nine times. I was fairly certain it was nine.

			Meeting Meghan had been one of the highlights of my life. When she smiled at me that night, it was like gazing into the face of an angel. Knowing that I had earned that smile made the whole night seem worthwhile. I was astonished that she seemed genuinely concerned about my injuries. It was as if she didn’t realize girls like her don’t have to be nice to guys like me.

			It made it all the worse that I lied to her twice that night. First about where I lived. Second about why I was on my own.

			My brother had managed to get his sixteen-year-old girlfriend, Vicky, pregnant. Her dad was not happy with our Ricky and wanted him locked up. He would have lost much more than a scholarship. My parents had to hire a lawyer to keep Ricky out of jail and negotiate a very generous support agreement to care for my new nephew. Ricky kept his scholarship at one of the most prestigious colleges in Philadelphia, but my parents had nothing left for me.

			Mom took the whole thing hard. She didn’t eat or sleep for days and ended up in a hospital. Not the medical kind of hospital. Spending time in a straightjacket turned her into a different person. She told me she didn’t have the strength to go through something like that again.

			Community college became my most affordable option. I lived at home, kept my job at the diner, and tried to help my parents with some of the bills. The plan was to finish my last two years commuting to a city school. Fate had other plans for me. Vicky’s dad made her life miserable after she had the baby. As soon as she turned eighteen, she moved into our house. Two more mouths to feed was the last thing my parents needed.

			I love my little nephew. He looks just like his dad, which means he looks just like his Uncle Randy. Vicky is, well, she’s Vicky. I wished Ricky and Vicky and Ricky Jr. well, but my parents’ house just wasn’t big enough for all of us. My advisor at the community college had some connections at Central Valley and helped with my admission.

			My eyesight had suddenly become very blurry, and I couldn’t understand why I was so nauseous. I didn’t even finish one beer at the Sigma house. I thought maybe it was something I had for dinner, until I remembered I didn’t have dinner. To make matters worse, I was coming down with a cold. My nose was running relentlessly, and I was coughing like I had tuberculosis. I was exhausted and just needed to curl up and close my eyes.

			I was confused when the bell in the clock tower started to chime. I’d only been sitting there a few minutes, it shouldn’t have been ringing so soon. My eyes were so blurry it took some time to focus on the hands of my watch. There was no way I could have been sitting there for an hour! Suddenly, there was a light in my eyes.

			“Are you alright?” the voice behind the light asked. It was one of Central Valley’s finest.

			“Never better, Officer, thanks for asking,” I replied.

			“Were you drinking this evening, Mr. Duffy?” the officer asked.

			I should have just said no but for some reason told him, “I wish I had been, I probably would have had a better time.”

			“Were you in an altercation?”

			“No, sir, I’m not very good in a fight.”

			He asked why my face was bleeding and I said, “I’m not bleeding, Officer, I just have a runny nose.” He turned away as I coughed toward his face.

			“Sorry about that, sir. This cold came out of nowhere.”

			Shining his flashlight at a puddle on the sidewalk and then back at my face, he said, “You don’t have a cold, Mr. Duffy. You’re bleeding and coughing up blood.”

			Touching a finger to my face, I could feel the bandages had come loose. “Oh, I guess I am bleeding. It’s from the door,” I replied matter-of-factly.

			“Did someone hit you with a door?”

			“Yes, sir, the cheerleader hit me.”

			With a chuckle, he asked, “Why did the cheerleader hit you with a door, Mr. Duffy?”

			Not really remembering the circumstances, I said, “I think she was mad at her boyfriend.”

			Smiling, he asked, “Do you know which cheerleader hit you?”

			“Yes, Officer, I do.” I smiled as a vision of Meghan, on the sidelines, flashed through my mind.

			He asked, “Mr. Duffy, can you tell me who bandaged your face?”

			“How do you know my name, Officer?”

			“From the driver’s license I took out of your wallet ten minutes ago.”

			He must be a pickpocket, I thought.

			“Who bandaged your face for you?” he repeated.

			“Chet!”

			“Chet who?” he testily replied.

			“The best chili in the valley Chet,” I answered. “I know what makes the chili so good.”

			The questions kept coming, and he wouldn’t let me close my eyes. God, what I would have given for a ten-minute nap.

			I was shocked when he said, “Hang in there, Mr. Duffy, an ambulance is on the way.”

			“Officer, I don’t need an ambulance. I just need to get home and get some sleep.”

			The wail of a siren echoed up and down the deserted Main Street. The siren really wasn’t necessary, as there wasn’t another vehicle on the road. The red flashing lights, however, drew people like moths to the flame. The street that was deserted a few minutes earlier now teemed with people. It was difficult to focus, but I recognized a few as students.

			I managed to distinguish a few voices from the murmuring crowd. A girl said, “He’s in my accounting class.”

			From somewhere in the crowd, I heard, “It’s that busboy.”

			I protested when the paramedics started working on my face, “Officer, I’m not going to the hospital!”

			“Mr. Duffy, I’ll need the name of your next of kin,” he sternly replied.

			“What for?” I asked.

			“Someone will have to claim your body from the morgue. Just give me your mom’s phone number so I can call her, in the morning.”

			The thought of my mom getting that call was distressing. She couldn’t deal with that kind of phone call. “Please don’t call my mother! That would kill her,” I begged him.

			“Then get in the ambulance, Mr. Duffy!”

			It was five-thirty in the morning when I signed myself out of the hospital, against medical advice. They finished working on me hours before. The treatment plan switched to making me miserable. I was under observation, and a nurse was assigned to screech at me every time I closed my eyes. She was very good at her job and seemed to enjoy her work.

			After a sleepless night, I had to get to work so I could pay the hospital bill. They must have burned out a calculator adding up all the charges. It was a fifteen-minute walk from the hospital to Chet’s. The bell in my head rang with each step.

			Chet normally showed up about six, so I had a few minutes to kill. I pulled some cardboard out of the dumpster and sat down on it outside the rear door. Curled up in a ball, I tried to keep warm while I thought about all the money my Saturday night had cost me. Twenty-nine dollars for a jacket I owned less than an hour. The hospital bill was sure to be fifty times the cost of the jacket. My car was never getting new tires.

			Chet’s voice brought me back to reality. “Those look like real stitches. Wasn’t my tape job good enough?”

			“The Central Valley Police didn’t think so,” I replied.

			“What happened?”

			“I’m not really sure. I walked that girl home, and then some cop started asking me twenty questions.”

			With concern in his voice, he asked, “Don’t you remember that girl’s name?”

			“I wish I could. Do you?”

			“You called her Meghan.”

			“Meghan, yeah … sure . . . Meghan.”

			“Who was the policeman?”.

			“I didn’t catch his name.”

			“What did he ask you?”

			“I don’t remember, Chet. It was just a bunch of questions.”

			Annoyed, Chet asked, “What did you tell him?”

			“Chet, I don’t remember what he asked. How can I remember what I answered?”

			Still annoyed, he went on, “What did they tell you at the hospital?”

			“Chet, you’re as bad as the cop. They told me I needed stitches,” I sarcastically replied.

			“Did they say anything about a concussion?”

			With disgust in my voice, I answered, “Yeah, they did mention something about a concussion.”

			“Did they tell you your nose is broken?”

			I nodded my head and said, “At least I got to see something on all those X-rays they took.”

			“Randy, you know you don’t have to be here until seven. In fact, if you have a concussion, you can take the day off.”

			“Chet, I’ve worked through worse hangovers,” I argued.

			He was up for the argument. “Have you looked in a mirror? Forget about how bad your face looks, you’re still wearing the same bloody clothes from last night. You’ll scare all my customers away. Why don’t you go home?”

			“The doctor told me not to go to sleep. If I go home, I’m going to fall asleep. Besides, there’s no one else here to do my job.”

			Tired of arguing, Chet allowed, “If you can get yourself home, and cleaned up, you can work.” He started for the door and said, “I have to get things going inside.”

			He probably didn’t think I’d get home and back to work. Little did he know how money can motivate a college student in debt. One look in my mirror told me why I’d scare the customers. Through a very black eye I stared at a swollen face held together by railroad track stitching.

			The scars I would be left with were bad enough. It may have been the blurry vision, but my nose definitely looked a few degrees off kilter. I thought I had problems getting a date before. No girl was ever going to go out with me now. One smile from a pretty girl was not worth a lifetime of looking at this in the mirror.

			The door must have scrambled my brain. If I had any idea how badly I was hurt, I would have gone straight to the emergency room. Trying to avoid the hospital wasn’t the worst decision I made that fateful night. Leaving the Sigma house, I had my choice of six steps to sit on and drink my beer. If I sat one step higher, the door would have hit my shoulder. One step lower and it would have missed me completely. Fate had been incredibly cruel to me once more.

			Moving any facial muscle brought searing pain. That wouldn’t be a problem, though, because I wasn’t planning on smiling again, ever. I tried drinking some juice, but it wouldn’t stay down. Throwing up with a face full of stitches was not a pleasant experience. After cleaning myself up, several times, I made my way back to work and clocked in a few minutes before my regular starting time.

			Nauseous or not, the first cup out of the coffee urn was going to be mine. I didn’t care if I threw it all back up, some of the caffeine would make it into my bloodstream. I watched for the ready light to come on and lunged at it, mug in hand.

			The first sip tasted like the nectar of the gods, and I followed it up with a couple of quick gulps. The life-restoring energy surged through my veins, but my stomach became very angry. Throwing up in the bathroom was not a good idea. Customers would soon be in for breakfast, and I didn’t want to ruin anyone’s appetite. The dumpster, out back, was a better option. Turning quickly toward the kitchen, I was startled to find myself staring at a police badge.

			“Mr. Duffy, you work here at Chet’s. Now your story makes a little more sense.”

			That voice sounded very familiar.

			On seeing the officer, Chet asked, “Is this who sent you to the hospital?”

			“I believe it might be,” I replied.

			“Well, Randy, I’d like you to meet Sergeant William Kelly, my brother–in-law.”

			In a serious tone, Sergeant Kelly said, “Chet, we have an APB out on a Central Valley cheerleader. Don’t approach her if you see her. She’s prone to violence when mad at her boyfriend.”

			Chet looked over at me and laughed, “Thanks, Bill, I’ll keep an eye out.”

			Then Officer Kelly said, “Chet, we need to talk about this secret ingredient in your chili.”

			“Oh, shit, I have to get to that dumpster,” I said aloud.

			I found some trash to take out and then hurled what little coffee I had in my stomach. I left the door open and could hear Chet talking to his brother-in-law. He told Chet he found me, unconscious, on the sidewalk. He thought I was road kill until he saw the bandages on my face. After trying to rouse me for several minutes, he said I just sat up and looked at my watch.

			I walked back into the kitchen and could hear Sergeant Kelly laughing about the things I said to him. Some of it sounded familiar, but I had no recollection of most of the conversation. I especially didn’t remember telling him Chet put fingers in the chili.

			Walking back into the restaurant I heard, “… with a stupid grin he says, yes, Officer, I do, it was the pretty cheerleader.”

			When he was finished laughing, Chet replied, “Yeah, Bill, but if you saw her, you’d understand.”

			Eric and his boys came in for their usual Sunday breakfast. They loved making as big a mess as possible and leaving pennies for a tip. There was a donation jar on the counter where I always threw their change, after clearing their table. They were loud and obnoxious, as usual. I tried to keep a low profile until Eric caught sight of my face.

			He laughed and said, “Hey, buddy, your face must hurt because it’s killing me just to look at you.”

			I was too tired and beat up to take on the challenge until one of Eric’s pals recognized me from the party.

			“Hey, Eric, he’s the guy Meghan decked last night,” he said.

			Another one said, “Yeah, he was laying on the ground, bleeding, and Meghan was standing over top of him. She was just warming up on him, Eric, you’re next.”

			Eric took a good look at me and laughed. “I remember him, he’s the delivery boy. Can you believe he let a girl do that to his face? How pathetic? What’s he even doing in this school?”

			The little pride I possessed would not let me keep quiet. I answered, “Oh, hell, I came to the Valley for a career in dishwashing. Chet only hires college kids, so I had to enroll. You know, it wasn’t that difficult. I guess they let anybody go to this college.”

			Eric’s friends all laughed, and one of them said, “He’s right, Eric, they let you in.”

			“That’s different, I play football,” he angrily replied.

			I didn’t know it at the time, but Eric had to repeat a grade in elementary school. His college grades were as dismal as his college quarterback performance. Apparently, I had hit a nerve. It was something of a moral victory. I withdrew to the kitchen and let Eric’s friends continue to make fun of him.

			I was only supposed to work until two, but my relief called out sick. Chet needed the help, and I wasn’t going to feel any better sitting in my apartment. A couple hours of overtime would come in handy given my current fiscal deficit. I just wished that damn bell would stop ringing.

			It was late afternoon when I realized Meghan was in the restaurant. I had been working in the kitchen and heard her voice as she talked to Chet. My memory was still fuzzy, and I was struggling to remember her last name.

			“Is Randy okay?” she asked Chet.

			“He spent the night in the hospital, but he showed up early for work,” Chet replied.

			Meghan asked, “What did they find at the hospital?”

			Chet laughed, “Nothing worse than a broken nose and concussion.”

			A relieved Meghan said, “At least he had the good sense to finally get himself to the emergency room.”

			Chet told her, “He didn’t go willingly! A policeman found him passed out on Main Street. He practically had to cuff him to get him in the ambulance.”

			“It’s all my fault,” Meghan said. “I should have dragged him there by myself.”

			Chet told her, “Don’t be too hard on yourself. He wouldn’t listen to me when I told him he should go to the hospital. I didn’t want him working today, either, but he can be thick headed. Once he latches onto an idea there’s no reasoning with him.”

			“Is he around? Can I talk to him?” Meghan asked.

			I was really hoping I wouldn’t have to talk to her. A leper cut a more dashing figure than I did that afternoon. It had been almost thirty-six hours since I had slept, showered, or shaved. A small child, in for breakfast with her parents, burst into tears at the sight of my face. Let’s be honest, there’s just no way to look good while you’re wearing a dirty apron.

			I took a quick look in the mirror to make sure I hadn’t thrown up on myself. Then I lost the apron and walked out into the restaurant, pretending I didn’t eavesdrop on their conversation.

			“Here he is now,” Chet said.

			Scolding me as if she was my mother, she asked, “Did you think I was kidding about the coma?”

			“Even I know there’s a difference between a coma and a concussion,” I replied.

			A jolt of pain prevented me from laughing at my own joke.

			Still angry, she said, “A concussion with a broken nose, and you had to walk me home last night.”

			“You were looking after me when you followed me from the party. I would have felt terrible if something happened to you on your way home,” I explained.

			“How do you think I feel? You were found face down on the sidewalk,” she replied.

			“It really wasn’t as bad as it sounds. Thank you for being concerned about me, I appreciate it,” I said sincerely.

			Still angry, she said, “I am definitely walking you home tonight, so you don’t end up in a ditch.”

			“That’s really not a good idea, Meghan,” I replied. I would have felt better if I could remember her last name.

			Furious, she asked, “Why is it not a good idea?”

			“By the time I get done here it’ll be dark.”

			“So?” she replied, just as angrily.

			“If it’s dark when you walk me home, I’ll have to walk you back home because it’s dark. Then you’ll insist on walking me home, again, and then I’ll have to walk you back home. It could go on all night, and tonight I really need to get some sleep.”

			With a bewildered look, she asked, “Are you still delirious?”

			“Possibly, but I’m pretty sure I’m just tired,” I replied. Tired didn’t come close to how I really felt. Every step I took that day felt as if it were up a steep hill. My head felt like it weighed fifty pounds, and the simplest jobs required intense concentration to complete.

			Giving up on walking me home, she changed the subject.

			“Eric told me he was giving you a hard time. You should have told him I didn’t punch you.”

			I couldn’t help smiling, in spite of the pain, as I said, “I didn’t mind admitting a girl knocked me out, because the girl who did it is a real knockout.”

			To my complete astonishment, she blushed.

			Meghan stopped by Chet’s every day for the next week. That was surprising, because I had rarely seen her in the restaurant before our encounter on the porch steps. I assumed her visits had something to do with nursing. Whatever her reasons, every time she strolled through the door my day became brighter.

			Chet’s had the feel of a 1950’s malt shop. That’s probably because it had been a malt shop in the 1950’s. There were six booths and a counter with a dozen seats. There were no waitresses, so you placed your order at the counter and took a seat. I knew the regular customers and, if I wasn’t busy, would bring them a cup of their preferred beverage while they waited for their meal. Chet liked that I took the initiative to make sure his customers were happy.

			Meghan seemed nervous, the first couple of times, coming in by herself. I always wiped off a seat at the counter for her and tried to make sure she felt welcome. I quickly learned that tea was her beverage of choice. While she studied the menu, I would pour her a cup.

			Thick red scabs had formed on my nose and forehead. If the lacerations hadn’t been stitched up, they would have been so much uglier. At that time, I still had hope the missing part of my eyebrow would grow back above my right eye. I was also still hoping it was only an optical illusion that made my nose look slightly askew. At least the headaches were easing up, a little, as each day passed.

			Meghan would examine the stitches and use medical terms I didn’t understand to describe my condition. After the examination she’d order breakfast or sometimes just sip her tea. We’d sit and talk about school, football, the weather, or whatever. I was afraid I would get in trouble because we’d sometimes talk for half an hour or more. If Chet was upset about me slacking, he never let on. Honestly, I think he liked seeing her as much I did.

			One morning Chet interrupted our conversation with a request. He pointed toward Meghan and said, “Randy, I didn’t meet your friend under the best of circumstances. It would be nice if we were formally introduced.”

			His request was awkward because I was certain Meghan thought of me as her patient, not her friend. I tried to laugh it off.

			“Miss Meghan Mallory, allow me to introduce Mr. Chester Gordon, the proprietor of Chet’s Grill, and purveyor of the finest chili in Central Valley.”

			Meghan scolded me with a look. I think she was embarrassed that I had called her Miss.

			“It’s just Meghan,” she said to Chet.

			He replied, “Like the sign in the window says, I go by Chet.”

			Still trying to make light of an awkward situation, I said, “Chet asked for a formal introduction, and Miss Meghan Mallory just flows together so well.”

			Meghan smiled, smacked me on the shoulder, and said, “My friends call me Meg.”

			That sounded like general information, but it could have been an invitation. I didn’t know many people in my first months at Central Valley. It was incredible to think I might be able to count her among my very few friends.

			The most improbable Saturday night of my life occurred a week after I met Meghan. I had a couple of reasons to be in a good mood that night. There were still a few dollars in my pocket from payday, and I had just experienced twelve hours without a headache.

			I was savoring every sip of an ice-cold beer at my favorite hangout, Will’s Bar. It was only a couple of doors down from Chet’s, and I often stopped there after work on Saturday night. I needed to unwind after another open-to-close shift. It had been a rough thirteen-hour day, but I had to work the hours. My medical bills were almost nine hundred dollars and would take me years to repay. The schedule had me working noon to close the next day. That would give me twenty hours for the weekend. With the rest of my regular weekday hours the next paycheck would be fat.

			About nine o’clock, on that unforgettable night, Meghan stumbled into Will’s with two of her sorority sisters. It was apparent that this was not the first drinking establishment they had visited that evening. She was drunk and close to disorderly. It didn’t take long for her to spot me at the bar. She walked right over and sat on the stool next to me.

			She loudly exclaimed, “Girls, this is the nicest, sweetest, guy in Central Valley.” Her two friends looked at me and then each other. They rolled their eyes and gave a look that said, she’s bombed out of her mind.

			I gave the girls an embarrassed smile and rolled my eyes in agreement. I may have been nice and sweet, but my face looked scary. My eye was still multiple shades of black and blue. The stitches were out, but the scabs had not yet given way to scars. I seriously debated whether I should be out in public.

			Slurring her words as she caressed my cheek, Meghan said, “Even after I broke his face, he was still nice to me.”

			Her friends didn’t pay attention when I introduced myself. They were busy scoping out the rest of the people in the bar. It was too early for the popular people to show, so they were stuck with me. They decided to sit awhile after I bought them each a beer. No wonder I was always broke.

			Meghan explained that she was celebrating her independence. She spun a semi coherent story about breaking up with Eric. If I understood her correctly, he responded by chugging a beer and belching in her face. Her friends, Sandy and Helen, were supposed to be helping her celebrate. They were bored because Will’s wouldn’t start hopping for at least another hour.

			Buying a couple more rounds couldn’t keep Sandy and Helen in their seats. They wandered around talking with people as they trickled into the bar. Meghan didn’t notice they were gone and continued the saga of Eric. I was happy she was talking to me even if I had stopped listening.

			The front door swung open and in walked the Sigma boys. That was usually my cue to leave. I checked my watch and was surprised to see it was only eleven forty-five. Their party must have been slow because they were early. Taking pains to ignore Meghan, they filed past us toward the tables in the back of the bar. Eric was the last of the group and had a little trouble getting through the door. It wasn’t wide enough to accommodate him and the girl he had on each arm. I was fairly certain they were both in Meghan’s sorority.

			I would never claim to know the written or unwritten rules of a college sorority. Fawning over a sister’s ex, the day after she broke up with him, seemed like a violation. The scowl on Meghan’s face reinforced my belief. She looked for backup and was appalled to find Sandy and Helen already sitting at the Sigma table.

			She turned back to me and said, “I need some air, let’s go for a walk.”

			If I had been given a choice, I would have gone willingly. She grabbed my arm and yanked me off the barstool. I motioned to the bartender to take the money left behind for his tip. Once outside, she pulled me to the left as I tried to turn right toward her sorority house.

			“Don’t you want me to walk you home?” I asked.

			Her bitterness at the betrayal was as obvious as the scabs on my face. “I can’t go back there,” she said.

			We walked south on Main Street away from campus and her house. It was cold, and heavy rain was not far off. I could only imagine her disappointment. Instead of painting the town red, she ended up wandering the streets with me. We walked five blocks to the corner of Main Street and Elm Avenue. This intersection is Memorial Square, home of the town’s civil war monument. We took a seat on a bench at the base of the statue.

			The venom she spewed at her sorority sisters was scandalous. I had just listened to a couple hours of Eric is a no-good bastard. Now I was treated to forty-five minutes of those evil, back-stabbing bitches. She was oblivious to the cold and didn’t notice that it had started to drizzle.

			Her tirade actually made me feel a little better about myself. I had assumed her friends had bailed on her because they didn’t want to look at my broken face. It was obvious, from her rantings, that Sandy and Helen had never been the most loyal of friends.

			I read the names on the monument over and over as she rambled. As much as I liked being with her, there were limits to my endurance. I told her it was getting late and suggested we start for home, but she didn’t take the hint.

			She jumped up from the bench and started to walk farther south on Main Street. “Let’s see what’s down this way,” she said.

			The monument is the unofficial end of the Main Street shopping district. There are few stores on the south end of Main because no one wants to walk that far from campus. We were at the very edge of the town limits when we heard music. Meghan perked up as we found the source. It was Donny’s bar.

			She was already a few paces ahead of me and yelled, “Let’s try this place!” In she walked without even giving me the chance to open the door for her.

			Donny’s was a townie bar, not the kind of bar college kids frequent, not the kind of bar where college kids are necessarily welcome. We were enveloped in a smoky haze upon entering. It was dimly lit, and my eyes took a few seconds to adjust. When focus returned, I was briefly startled by my own reflection in a mirror behind the bar. The jukebox that lured us in was just to the left of the entrance. There were a couple of tables, each with two or three mismatched, empty chairs. The elaborate, hand-carved, back bar was as ornate as the altar in the town’s church. A shuffleboard table took up most of the wall on the left side of the room.

			There were four patrons worshipping at the bar when we entered. The first stool on the right was occupied by a gentleman who appeared to be in his seventies. He proudly wore a tractor company cap, and a sizable chaw protruded from his left cheek. He politely tipped his cap and smiled at Meghan, revealing both of his tobacco-stained teeth. He was alternating sips of beer from the glass in his right hand and spitting tobacco juice into the cup in his left. If he got them confused, I was going to be sick.

			Two stools down sat a large man of indeterminate age. The plumbing company work shirt he wore was at least a size too small. He was in a trance, the sole occupant of his universe. Judging from the ashtray in front of him, he was to blame for the smoky haze. He had been sitting there long enough to have smoked a pack of cigarettes. Characteristically, the crack of his ass was peeking out between his hiked-up shirt and drooping pants.

			A middle-aged couple sat at the far left of the bar. The way they were cooing and cuddling, I suspected they were tread’n on the cheat’n side of town.

			“Get me a beer, will ya?” Meghan asked as she bebopped over to check out the jukebox.

			I recognized the bartender as a regular customer at Chet’s. I walked up to the bar and asked, “How are you this evening, Henry?”

			He seemed uncomfortable with my familiarity. It was obvious he didn’t recognize me.

			“You had biscuits and gravy with your coffee this morning,” I said with a smile.

			“You’re the kid who works for Chet,” he replied. “How could you possibly remember my breakfast order?”

			“I always remember my regular customers. My name is Randy.”

			He reached out to shake my hand and said, “Call me Hank. I guess I should have remembered that face of yours.”

			Hank had dark, deep set eyes and thick, black, wiry hair. Crumbs needed to be combed from his bushy mustache. His too-tight t-shirt was tautly stretched over a basketball-sized beer gut. Hank seemed like a good guy, but there was something about the look in his eyes that made me think, possible serial killer.

			“Hank, the lady would like a beer,” I announced.

			Hank’s gaze fixated on Meghan. With a lean and hungry leer, he said, “You got a real pretty girlfriend, kid.”

			I took a long, wistful look at Meghan as she danced in front of the jukebox. She was as desirable as she was unattainable.

			Ruefully, I replied, “I’m not her boyfriend, Hank, I’m her babysitter.”

			Hank looked concerned and asked, “Is the baby twenty-one?”

			Hell, I wasn’t quite twenty-one, but I had rarely been asked to show my fake ID since moving to Central Valley. I didn’t know how old Meghan was, and I doubted Hank really cared. Hot girls who looked older than fifteen rarely got carded. They were good for business.

			I used the best line I could think of to get her a beer, “Take a good look at her, Hank. Does anything get that good looking in under twenty-one years?”

			“No, guess not,” he replied. “What’s the lady drinking?”

			“Doesn’t really matter, I don’t think she’ll be tasting it.”

			“You got time for one round, I close in fifteen minutes.” Hank poured two Yuenglings and pushed them across the bar.

			A smirk appeared on Hank’s face. “I’d bet she has something to do with that crease in your face,” he said.

			“You’d win that bet,” I quickly replied.

			With the fervor of a preacher citing scripture, he proclaimed, “A beautiful woman is always trouble!”

			I tried not to laugh out loud at Hank’s sermon. Meghan had it all. She was one of the most popular girls on campus. What did she know about trouble?

			I reached into my pocket and pulled out my last five singles. It was only Saturday, and I was already down to five dollars for the week. It was another reminder that I had to go grocery shopping as soon as I cashed my paycheck.

			I put the five ones on the bar and asked what I owed.

			Still fixated on Meghan, he said, “On the house, kid, I’m enjoying the show.”

			I thanked him, pushed a dollar across the bar, and put the four survivors in my pocket. Glasses in hand, I started toward Meghan. Halfway there, I yelled, “Here’s your beer!”

			She spun around toward me and flashed that smile. Son of a bitch! I froze dead in my tracks. My knees inexplicably struggling to support my own weight. Meghan walked over and grabbed a glass from my hand.

			“Let’s dance!” she yelled over the booming music.

			She broke into one of her cheerleader routines, tearing up the impromptu dance floor, without spilling a drop of her beer. I, on the other hand, was hopefully doing something that would be recognized as the Twist. Half of my beer ended up on the floor. Meghan didn’t notice my lack of coordination and seemed to appreciate having a dance partner. All too quickly, Hank broke up the party.

			“You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here. I’m closed!” he hollered.

			Meghan whined, “Just when it was getting good.”

			I had to help Meghan with her coat. The graceful dancer was suddenly having her own difficulties with coordination.

			We were walking out the door when I heard Hank yell, “Hey, kid, bring her back next time you have to watch her.”

		

	
		
			Top of the Second Inning

			Meghan was still in party mode and wanted to know where else we could go. Will’s was the only other bar open at that hour, and I had a feeling she didn’t want to go back there.

			“Sorry, Meg, Central Valley is closed, and they’re rolling up the sidewalks. It’s a long walk. We should start back.” She didn’t seem to mind the steady rain or that I had called her Meg. Maybe she did consider me a friend.

			Still whining, she asked, “How many times do I have to tell you, I’m not going home?”

			We stood in the rain while I tried to figure out her motivation. Why was she hanging out with me? I had met girls who would act like a friend as long as I was buying the drinks. My disposable income for the week had already been expended on her and her friends. If she was looking for another free drink, it would have to come from some other guy.

			“I want to go to your house,” she said. “You’ve seen my house, I want to see where you live.”

			That was unexpected, but a great idea. My car was parked back at my apartment. I could drive her home, drop her on the front porch, ring the bell, and run. It seemed like my best option.

			Meghan was already in the mix when she walked into Will’s. I had bought her four or five beers in the time we were together. She was fading while we sat at the monument but rallied when she heard the music at Donny’s.

			It only took a few minutes in the cold rain for the rally to fizzle. We had half a mile to walk, and her battery was running down. She would dance a few steps and then lean heavily on my shoulder, for a few steps, to rest. She’d mumble something about backstabbers and no-good son of a bitch Eric. The sequence would then begin anew with another dance step.

			I wasn’t in much better shape. My thirteen-hour shift was a new personal record. A day at work was equivalent to a day in the gym. I was constantly lifting racks of dishes and cases of food. There wasn’t much storage space in the kitchen, so everything had to be put in its proper place. The proper place was usually an eye high shelf or rack. The heavier it was, the higher Chet liked it stored.

			I had to work so many hours on the weekends that my social life was practically nonexistent. My plan had been to have a beer or two after work and then hit the sack. Trying to keep pace with Meghan, I had three or four additional beers and had already lost a couple hours of sleep.

			As tired as I was, the night was far from over. I still needed to get Meghan back to her house. Driving was not a practical solution. Any college kid on the road at that hour risked being pulled over. I had had far too much to drink, and a DUI would be a financial disaster. Assuming she would eventually want to go home, we were going to have to walk. The round trip was over two miles.

			When I left for work at six-thirty that morning, it seemed like it was going to be a pleasant day. I certainly wasn’t expecting miserable weather. But now the rain had become a genuine downpour, mixed with sleet and snow, that showed no sign of letting up. My jacket was way too light for the cold, let alone drenching rain. I needed to start checking the forecast before going out.

			My apartment was on Elm Avenue. Elm runs all the way from Main to the river. It’s a distance of about a mile and a half. This is where the elite flaunted their wealth in the gilded age of Central Valley. A series of mansions had been built along the wide, tree-lined avenue, each one an effort to surpass the one before it. Now no one in town could afford their upkeep as private residences. Most had been converted into law and medical offices or apartments. One had become a social club and another the town library. We started down the driveway of one of the larger properties.

			Meghan, amazed, was just clearheaded enough to ask, “How much does Chet pay you?”

			I was embarrassed to say, “This isn’t where I live.”

			We followed the long driveway to the garage behind the house. A door on the side opened into a stairway. Climbing the steps to my one-room apartment, I was soaked to the bone and chilled to the core.

			They say a light bulb burns brightest just before it burns out. Meghan was shining brilliantly when we entered my apartment.

			“So, this is your bachelor pad.”

			“You could call it that if you want to but I don’t,” I mumbled.

			“I’ll bet you have a lot of parties here.”

			“Not as many as you might think, Meghan.”

			I wanted to get dried off and warmed up as quickly as possible. Meghan was beyond feeling physical discomfort. She raided my fridge and grabbed a beer. It was open before I could stop her, and the party was back on. A good portion of it spilled down her shirt while she danced in the kitchen. I took the beer from her and put it on the counter.

			She was becoming an annoyance, and I was beginning to run low on patience. “How about we take a break and get dried off?” I asked.

			Meghan had not let me out of her sight all evening. Every time I tried to excuse myself to go the men’s room, she came up with a reason to make me stay with her. Whenever she had to go to the lady’s room, she insisted I watch her drink until she returned. I only managed to sneak off one time while she was gone.

			Needless to say, several of the beers imprisoned in my bladder were demanding their immediate release. I told Meghan to find some dry clothes in my closet and change in the bathroom as soon as I was finished. Once in the bathroom I paroled the prisoners, washed up, and dried my hands. I grabbed a towel for her and opened the door.

			Meghan had pulled most of the clothes out of my closet before deciding on an old sweat suit. She had already undressed and was wearing nothing more than underpants.

			“Oops, no peeking!” she yelled.

			We both, quickly, turned our backs while she pulled on the shirt. Embarrassed for both of us, I said, “Meghan, I told you to change in the bathroom!”

			She replied, “Sorry, you took too long.” Without putting on the bottom half of the sweat suit, she danced her way over to the rest of her beer.

			She gave the can a whirl and said, “Let’s play spin the bottle.” The remaining beer flew in all directions as the can spun around the counter.

			She gave me a quick kiss on the cheek. “You win!” she said.

			With a sympathetic look, she kissed my nose and said, “That will make it better for you.”

			Then she put her arms around me, put her lips to mine and said, “This . . . will make the rest of you better.”

			This . . . caught me completely off guard. I assumed she didn’t realize who she was with, but I let her kiss me. A debate was raging in my conscience. The angel on my right was telling me there’d be hell to pay when she sobered up. The devil on my left was telling me something completely different.

			I pulled away and said, “I don’t think you know what you’re doing.”

			She sounded surprised as she said, “Eric, you said I was a knockout.”

			She called me Eric. That killed any temptation!

			“Knockout doesn’t begin to describe you, Meghan. I just need to get into some dry clothes,” I replied.

			I gave her a gentle nudge in the direction of the sofa and said, “Have a seat, and we’ll talk when I get back.”

			My apartment was freezing. I always turned the thermostat down to fifty when I left for work. Electric baseboard heat and an uninsulated apartment are an expensive combination. Even when I was in the apartment, I only kept the heat at sixty degrees. Sixty was as warm as I could afford. It was cheaper to wear a sweatshirt and sleep with two blankets on the bed.

			I picked up some dry clothes from the floor of my closet. On my way to the bathroom, I pushed the thermostat up to seventy. Meghan’s hair was still dripping wet, and I was afraid she’d get pneumonia. I figured I had worked enough overtime that day to pay for the extravagance.

			It only took a minute or two to dry off and change. When I returned from the bathroom, Meghan was passed out on the sofa. Nothing would wake her.

			“At least I don’t have to walk you home,” I said out loud.

			Even if I drove, I couldn’t carry her all the way to my car. Leaving her passed out on the porch wasn’t an option. With no telephone, calling someone for help was also not an option, and even if it were, who would I call? I couldn’t leave her passed out and alone in my apartment to go find Sandy and Helen. No, I was stuck with her until morning.

			I pulled the covers down on the bed and carried her over. I placed her on her side, propped her head up on two pillows, and covered her with both of my blankets. Her hair was still wet, and the heat had not yet kicked in.

			I checked to make sure she was still breathing. I had no idea how much alcohol she had in her system. Newspaper headlines flashed through my mind: “Coed Found Dead in Busboy’s Apartment.”

			Better to be safe than sorry, I took the bucket from under my sink and placed it next to the bed. I picked up all the clothes she had pulled out of my closet, wiped up the beer she spilled in the kitchen, and hung her wet clothes in the shower. I had heard that beautiful women were high maintenance. I didn’t realize this is what that meant.

			It was absurd that she called my dingy apartment a bachelor pad. The garage was originally a carriage house when it was built at the turn of the last century. My apartment was probably the servant’s quarters. It took seven steps to walk from one end to the other. A small sofa with a coffee table served as dinner table and desk.

			The bed barely fit crossways at one end of the room. The kitchen, at the opposite end of the room, was something of an afterthought. One cabinet below the sink and one cabinet above was the extent of my storage space. An old stove and a small refrigerator were the only appliances. It was all state of the art for 1939.

			The only good thing about the apartment was the price. It was the one place in town I could afford. My landlord gave me a break on the rent because I agreed to cut the lawn in the summer.

			A coat became my blanket while I tried to fall asleep on the sofa. Sleep wouldn’t come easy that night. The baseboard heating element rattled and banged while it struggled to reach the new setting. I wondered if Meghan’s friends were looking for her. I imagined Sandy and Helen giving my description to the police. Search parties were probably roaming all over town. I kept listening for the baying of bloodhounds in the driveway.

			Most of all I worried what Meghan would think in the morning. She probably wouldn’t expect to wake up to my busted face. “Area Man Held in Coed Kidnapping.” It was going to be a long night.

			When I was able to put those fears aside, I tried to figure out how I ended up on my sofa. The night started off innocently enough. It was obvious that Meghan needed to talk after breaking up with Eric. I was happy to lend a sympathetic ear. I didn’t even mind standing in the rain while she ranted about her sisters bailing on her. That’s what a friend should do.

			As drunk as she was, I couldn’t hold her accountable for anything she said or did. I had no illusions that there could ever be anything romantic between us. I was serious when I told Hank I was her babysitter. Still, I wondered what she was thinking when she kissed me. That’s not what friends should do! That kiss would linger on my lips all night. It was all questions and no answers as I longed for sleep.

			I dozed off once or twice but only for twenty minutes at a time. I kept checking on her and worrying about what the morning would bring. It also didn’t help that the sofa was too small. I couldn’t stretch out, and the armrest made a lousy pillow. Around four o’clock I surrendered to the inevitable. Grabbing my backpack, I pulled out my books and turned on a small lamp. If I couldn’t sleep, at least I could do some studying.

			Managerial Accounting was my toughest course, and I was always playing catch up. We had just finished a chapter in class, and there were review problems to complete. An hour and a half later, I was on the last problem. It seemed, Mr. Thompson, the comptroller of the XYZ Corp., faced a dilemma. He needed help deciding whether he should lease or purchase the Company’s new delivery truck. I was only a couple clicks of my calculator away from solving Mr. Thompson’s problem when I heard a gasp.

			My heart leapt into my throat as Meghan began to stir. Looking over to the bed, I saw her lifting her head off the pillows.

			I said, “Good morning,” in as normal a voice as I could muster.

			Wearily, she replied, “Oh, it’s you.”

			“You were feeling no pain last night. How are you this morning?” I asked.

			“Not so good, my head is killing me,” she moaned.

			Making light of her pain, I said, “That’s your prize for drinking the most.”

			There was aspirin in the medicine cabinet. I poured some water in a cup and brought them to her bedside.

			I told her, “The best remedy for a hangover is a couple of aspirin and a couple hours of sleep. You’re welcome to both.”

			She sat up, took two aspirin, and washed them down with a gulp of water. A worried expression came over her face when she realized she was wearing my Rec League Baseball Champs sweatshirt.

			“What did we do last . . .” her voice trailed off. Trying again, she asked, “Did we . . . um . . .” her voice trailed off again.

			“No, Meghan, we didn’t. You slept in the bed, and I was on the sofa.”

			“You are a gentleman!” she exclaimed. With a sigh of relief, she fell back on the pillows and off to sleep.

			The last year I played baseball my team won the championship, despite having me on the team. The sweat suits were a reward for our stellar season. Unfortunately, adult, all adult size large, they were too big for us to wear at the time. I couldn’t bring myself to get rid of mine even though it was now fairly well worn out.

			It was a lot easier to concentrate on my homework knowing that she wasn’t going to freak out on me. Over the next two hours I caught up on every subject. Who would have thought I was a morning person? While I packed up the last of my books, I realized Meghan had been sitting up in bed watching me.

			The aspirin must have worked because she had a very pleasant smile on her face. “Do you always do your homework this early in the morning?” she asked.

			“Not typically, but I guess this isn’t a typical morning,” I replied.

			My typical morning routine was already shot to hell. I had to be disciplined to survive on my own because I was hanging on by a thread. Missing a class or an hour of work could be catastrophic for me. I could not afford to get lazy. I was up before six every morning even when I didn’t have work or class. I’d turn on the coffee pot and then do sit ups and pushups for twenty minutes. After a shower, I’d eat breakfast and be ready for whatever the day would bring.

			“Were you awake all night?” she asked.

			“For the most part. You had a lot to drink, and I was a little worried.”

			“Sorry about that,” she said. “I guess this wasn’t the first night’s sleep I’ve cost you.”

			I smiled but didn’t reply.

			“Did we meet up at Will’s?” she asked.

			“Very good, it’s always best to start from the beginning,” I replied.

			She was confused and couldn’t remember what happened after we met. I offered her a hint. “Then Eric walked in and . . . .” I left the rest up to her.

			“We took a walk. Was it raining?”

			“Pouring!”

			She was embarrassed. “Oh no! Did I drag you around town in the rain?”

			It was my turn to flash a pleasant smile. “I believe we’ve already established that I don’t like you walking alone at night.”

			She smiled back, I guess at the thought of me walking her home from Chet’s.

			Still confused, she said, “I remember we were dancing.”

			“Well, you were dancing, I was trying.”

			“Where were we?”

			“Donny’s Bar.”

			“Donny’s!” she squealed. “You mean the townie bar?”

			“Don’t knock it, you had a great time, and the bartender is hoping you’ll come back.”

			Covering her face with her hands and laughing, she said, “I’ll bet! What did I do?”

			“Nothing bad, he just liked the way you danced.”

			“I’ll bet he did. I’m so embarrassed.”

			“Don’t be,” I said, “it was fun. Now that I know they have a shuffleboard table, I’ll probably go back.”

			“How do you play shuffleboard?” she asked.

			“It’s too difficult to explain, I’d have to show you.”

			Most people seek clarity in their life. Clarity, at times, can be inconvenient. Sometimes it’s better if your memory remains a little fuzzy. Unfortunately, for Meghan, clarity was at hand.

			Hesitantly, she asked, “Did I kiss you?”

			That kiss had kept me awake most of the night, but I couldn’t let her know.

			“Sort of.” I said. “You wanted to play spin the bottle.”

			Looking a little hurt, she asked, “Didn’t you want to play?”

			“You called me Eric. I didn’t think we should play if you didn’t know who was in the game.”

			It wasn’t my intention to make her feel bad, but I managed to succeed without trying. To recover the situation, I laughed and told her I didn’t play because she was spinning an open beer can.

			She chuckled a bit but offered multiple apologies. Meghan was quiet as I put my books back in the closet. When I turned back to her, she was looking at the shirt she was wearing.

			“Where did I get these clothes?” she asked.

			“From my closet,” I replied.

			Visibly nervous, she asked, “Where did I get changed?”

			She looked down at the shirt and then up at me. With her eyes tightly closed, she said, “Please tell me I did not get undressed in front of you.”

			“Of course not! You were a proper lady. It was late, and you were wet and cold. You changed in the bathroom, climbed into bed, and fell right asleep.” I tried to say that with a straight face. I’m not sure I succeeded.

			Looking toward the neatly folded sweatpants at the bottom of the bed, she asked, “Then why didn’t I put pants on?”

			She was laughing nervously and covering her face with the blanket.

			“Oh, you are not a good liar,” she cried. “I am never going to live this down.”

			“Then you lie about it, and I’ll swear to it. No one has to know. We were just two friends having a sleepover,” I told her.

			She dropped the covers from her face and said, “Randy, don’t get the wrong idea about me. I’m terribly embarrassed about how I acted last night. This has been a really tough time for me. I was just looking to blow off some steam, and it spiraled out of control.”

			I tried to act like this sort of thing was a common occurrence. “It happens to everyone, last night was just your turn.”

			With concern in her voice, she said, “I hope your girlfriend won’t be angry when she finds out I spent the night.”

			Where that came from was a complete mystery. I had made no mention, in the week I’d known her, of a girlfriend.

			“Not to worry, there’s no girlfriend.”

			A bemused smile appeared on her face. She laughed and said, “Oh, go on, a guy like you must have a girlfriend!”

			The conversation had suddenly turned awkward. She, of all people, must have known guys like me never had girlfriends. I didn’t like her laughter, either. At that moment, it sounded to me like sarcasm.

			I tried humor, always my first line of defense in embarrassing situations. “Yeah, you would think so but no.” Hoping to put an end to the conversation, I added, “I guess I haven’t been on campus long enough to meet anyone.”

			Her bemused smile became a broad grin. The grin struck a nerve and triggered an anxiety attack. I could feel my face turning red with embarrassment. Maybe it was the concussion, but I was suddenly lightheaded. My heart raced, and I know I was perspiring.

			That grin was her way of ridiculing me for being single. Was she just figuring out that I wasn’t one of the popular people on campus? I wasn’t a varsity athlete. I never wore anything with Greek letters on it. I washed dishes to pay my rent. For God’s sake, Meghan, read the clues!

			Still grinning, she asked, “There isn’t a girl waiting for you back home?”

			I had not expected it from her. Maybe it made her feel better to embarrass me after she had embarrassed herself the previous night. It was disheartening to realize she was no different than every other girl I knew. I was hurting on the inside but remained stoic. Never show that it hurts!

			I answered dismissively, “This is my home.” Then I quickly changed the topic of conversation.

			I let her know I was going to Clark’s Market to pick up some things for breakfast. Trying to pretend I was still a gracious host, I offered to make her something if she was hungry. While I was gone, she was welcome to shower. If her clothes weren’t dry, she was welcome to both halves of my sweat suit. If she had to get going, she should close the door behind her, I had my key.

			I didn’t really need anything from the store. I just wanted to give Meghan the chance to get dressed without me in the apartment. I did need a couple of minutes, alone, to gather my thoughts. She would probably need less than two minutes to change and bolt out the door. I planned on giving her twenty and was hoping she would be gone when I returned.

			The market was a couple of blocks away, and the cold morning air was therapeutic. I calmed down and began to see things from the proper perspective. Lack of sleep always made me crazy. I had no right to be angry with Meghan. She had better things to do than dote on me. Interacting with her would have been difficult under the best of circumstances. With a bruised brain, it was all but impossible to keep things in the proper focus.

			Meghan was a nice girl who felt bad about messing up my face. She showed concern for a couple of days, and I had made way too much of the attention. It was foolish of me to think we could be friends.

			With only four dollars to get me through the week, I couldn’t spend much at Clark’s. I picked up some orange juice and a Sunday paper. I took my time making a selection. They had papers from New York, Philadelphia, and the local Central Valley Courier. I figured I would never get to New York and never wanted to go back to Philadelphia. By process of elimination I chose the Courier. A small-time paper for a small-time town.

			The small can of frozen juice concentrate and the paper cost me less than a dollar. I needed to be prepared in the unlikely event that Meghan took me up on my offer of breakfast. I splurged and picked up a box of tea bags, just in case.

			Opening my apartment door onto an empty room, I winced with disappointment. I knew that I had seen the last of her. Even though she had made fun of me, I was going to miss her company. I could see that she straightened up and made the bed before leaving. I thought that was really nice of her to do.

			With so little sleep, I was badly in need of a cup of coffee and started the pot brewing. While I was mixing up the juice, water started running in the shower. Either someone had broken into my apartment to bathe or Meghan hadn’t left. Honestly, I was leaning toward the break-in theory until I realized her shoes were still lying where she had kicked them off the night before. Completely confused, I put the tea kettle on to boil.

			I pulled a couple of pans out of the cabinet and started cooking. The water boiled, and I poured a cup of tea. Meghan emerged, smiling, from the bathroom just as I was finishing the first batch of bacon. She was wearing the top and bottom of my sweat suit. I couldn’t think of a single reason why she was still in my apartment.

			She motioned to the shirt and said, “Hope you don’t mind, my clothes are a mess.”

			I said, “No, not at all, I did offer. Besides, it never looked that good on me.”

			She smacked me on the arm playfully and said, “No flattery today, I’m not in the mood.”

			I told her I was surprised she had stuck around. I figured she would have headed for the hills.

			“Are you kidding? You offered to make breakfast.”

			I knew, first-hand, that hunger would make a person do strange things. I pointed to the tea cup on the counter and told her it was for her. She looked surprised and asked how I knew she’d want tea.

			“How often have you come into Chet’s?”

			“A lot lately, I guess, why do you ask?”

			I laughed and told her, “It’s an occupational hazard. You can’t help memorizing regular customers’ orders.”

			She challenged me. “What do I usually order?”

			“If you’re really hungry, you order the Valley Omelet, toast, orange juice, and tea. If you’re eating light, it’s toast and tea.

			She giggled and smiled, then said, “I’m really hungry!”

			There was no confusing the sincerity of that smile. After recovering, I was soon at work on the stove. By coincidence, the Valley Omelet was also my personal favorite. I couldn’t afford all the ingredients Chet used in it, but I improvised as best as I could.

			I fried some onions and green peppers, mixed two eggs, and added them to the pan. A couple of slices of cheese and some crumpled bacon finished the omelet, served to Meghan with two slices of toast and a glass of juice on the side. She was already on her second cup of tea.

			I worked countless hours at my diner job but not just as a busboy. When I was slow, I’d hang out in the kitchen watching the cooks. It always amazed me how deftly they turned out plate after plate. Seeing my interest, one of the cooks told me to stop watching and start helping.

			He started assigning me the simplest of tasks, but before long I was doing useful work. I had no desire to be a cook, but I was happy to learn. The more things I could do, the more hours I could work. On busy days I spent more time helping in the kitchen than bussing tables. The cooks would insist I be scheduled when they knew it would be crowded.

			When I could find the ingredients, at home I’d duplicate what I had made at work. I loved breakfast, so I spent a lot of time cooking eggs. I could cook eggs in every possible way, but omelets were my favorite. There were so many different ingredients you could put in one; making omelets never got old. I was confident in my work when I handed Meghan her plate, but I still held my breath as she took her first taste.

			Her eyes lit up after the first bite. “Randy, this is phenomenal!”

			“Thanks, you work in a restaurant long enough you learn a few things.”

			“Seriously, you should be cooking at Chet’s, not bussing tables.”

			“Chet’s grill is his mistress, you don’t dare lay a hand on her.”

			“Do you make breakfast every Sunday? Can I come back next week?”

			Her tone was half-serious, but I knew she was just being polite. The omelet couldn’t have been that good. I replied politely that she had a standing invitation. I was relieved that she was enjoying her omelet and returned to the stove to start on my breakfast.

			It was a luxury having the time to linger over my plate, drink an extra cup of coffee, and read the entire Sunday paper. Meghan seemed content as well. We took turns swapping sections, and we were both disappointed when the last page had been read. Meghan offered to do the dishes after breakfast. I told her that wasn’t necessary. After all, I had experience at that sort of thing. Undeterred, she dried as I washed.

			It was baffling how the mood of the morning kept changing. Tense when she woke up; I didn’t know how she would react to finding herself in my apartment. Lighter, with laughter on both sides, while she cringingly recalled the events of her Saturday night. Awkward, if not angry, when she laughed at me for not having a girlfriend. Since I returned from the store, the mood was relaxed; she was all sweetness and smiles.

			Breakfast with Meghan had been so enjoyable I hated for the morning to end. Unfortunately, I had to be at work by noon. I told her I would give her a lift home if she didn’t mind riding in the Pinto. It would be less embarrassing than parading through town in my sweat suit, carrying last night’s clothes in a brown bag.

			She must have drawn a mental picture of herself walking down Main Street because she laughed hysterically before saying, “Thanks, you’re probably right.”

			After offering her a ride home, I couldn’t find my car keys. She watched my distress with amusement. It seemed as though her smile stalked me as the desperation of my search intensified.

			When I finally found my keys and was ready to go, she dialed that smile up a couple of notches and said, “You were my guardian angel last night. Thank you for being a gentleman and a good friend. After all you’ve done, I still need to ask one more favor. My sorority’s fall formal is this Saturday, and I am suddenly in need of a gentleman to escort me. Would you mind helping me out of a jam?”

			I’m quite certain there was an audible thud when my jaw hit the floor. Another anxiety attack washed over me like a wave. I had no idea how to respond to her invitation. I couldn’t even be sure I had heard her correctly. I just stood there with my mouth agape.

			Meghan didn’t know how to take my lack of a response and appeared to be as flustered as me. “I hope that’s a yes.”

			“Of course it’s a . . . um . . . formal? . . . Saturday? . . . um . . . yeah . . . sure . . . I guess. Me? You want me to . . . ?”

			My own moment of clarity occurred, and I asked, “Is that why you kept asking if I had a girlfriend?”

			“Yes, if you’re seeing someone, I don’t want to cause trouble,” she replied.

			Chet was right, I could be thickheaded. My position as the village idiot was secure.

			“If you do have a girlfriend, I won’t be able to go to my dance,” she lamented.

			I laughed at her. “Meghan, with an hour’s notice, you could ask any guy on campus. Are you really sure you want to ask me?”

			She looked at me as if I was insane and said, “I know that’s not true, but, if I could ask any guy on campus, I can ask you.”

			“Of course you can, but . . . ” I stopped in midsentence. I felt horrible for misjudging her but still had difficulty accepting her invitation.

			“What is it?” she asked.

			“Meghan, last week you were dating the quarterback. I’m a busboy with a busted nose. People will expect you to do a little better.”

			She gently touched her finger to my, still, very sore nose. “The quarterback I dated had his nose broken twice. Maybe I like the look.”

			“Are you sure? I mean . . . you know . . . it’s just that . . . honestly . . . people will say I’m not really in your league. I don’t want you to be embarrassed.”

			With a smile, she said, “Randy Duffy, consider this your major league call up. Do you have a suit? You’ll need to wear a suit and tie.”

			“Oh yeah . . . sure . . . of course I do.”

			She said, “Good, my dress is navy-blue. You’ll need to get me a corsage. Try Williams Flowers on Main Street and ask for Mary Williams, she’ll help you.”

			Relieved that the matter was settled, she sighed and said, “Then we have a date for Saturday.”

			“I wouldn’t miss it,” I replied. Then I started wondering where I was going to get a suit.

		

	
		
			Bottom of the Second Inning

			There was only one place to buy a suit in the town of Central Valley. The nearest mall was over an hour away. Whether you needed a suit, a sofa, or a lawnmower you had to go to Goldman’s Department Store, next door to Chet’s. It had been a fixture in Central Valley for generations.

			Mrs. Goldman started working there as a teenager. She caught the eye of one of the Goldman boys and married into the family. The Goldmans had all passed, and she was on her own running the business. I often saw her gazing out the store window watching traffic on Main Street. I got in the habit of waving to her as I passed the store on my way to work.

			I told myself I needed a suit for senior year job interviews. Buying it for the dance would let me get more wear out of it. I had money in a savings account, for tuition, that I couldn’t touch. Likewise, the rent money was off limits. That left only my new tire fund. I was so close to a new set of tires that I had already been checking prices, but a date with Meghan Mallory was too good to pass up. Parking the car and walking around town was a viable option. The Pinto would have to wait.

			After my last Monday afternoon class, I was suit shopping and fortunate enough to have Mrs. Goldman wait on me. She recognized me and was eager to help.

			“What can I get for you, young man?” she began.

			“I need a suit.”

			“What do you need it for?”

			“Mostly, I need it to look good next to a very attractive young lady wearing a navy-blue dress. I’ll also need to be able to wear it to job interviews, as well.”

			“When do you need it for?”

			“It’s for a dance this Saturday. I just got the invitation, or I’d have been in sooner.”

			“That shouldn’t be too difficult,” she said. “You would want something in black or gray. I think either would work for you.”

			We looked through the racks and decided on a black suit that was reasonably priced.

			“Do you need a shirt, shoes, belt, or tie?”

			“Yes Ma’am.”

			“Which do you need?”

			“All of them.”

			She paused. “My goodness, how are you fixed for money?”

			“I hope I have enough,” was all I could say.

			“Let’s see what we can do for you. What size shoe do you wear?”

			I told her the last pair I bought was a size ten.

			“Oh good, I can let you have the display pair for half price. I have some dress shirts that are going on special next week. I’ll give you the sale price today. Maybe Chet could loan you a tie to save some money. If he doesn’t, you still have time to find one.”

			I doubted Chet owned a tie, but it was worth asking. She promised the suit pants would be hemmed by Friday. Dressing for success took every last dollar of my tire fund and then some. I left Goldman’s and walked across the street to Williams Flowers. As Meghan suggested, I asked for Mary.

			“I need a corsage for a girl wearing a navy-blue dress,” I said.

			“Are you going to the Delta Theta sorority dance this weekend?” she asked. “We’re getting a lot of orders for that affair.”

			I told her I was, and she asked for my date’s name. I told her it was Meghan.

			She looked surprised. “Meghan Mallory?”

			“Yes, Ma’am, do you know her?”

			“Yes, she’s a lovely girl. She ordered all the flowers for the homecoming game. I thought she was dating one of the football players.”

			“She, apparently, broke up with him. Meghan and I aren’t dating, we’re just friends,” I replied.

			When I picked up the corsage on Friday, she told me there was no charge. Meghan gave her so much homecoming business that she was happy to make a gift of her flowers.

			Saturday afternoon, I got a haircut and then tried on the suit. I hadn’t been this dressed up since high school graduation. There’s something about a new suit and fresh haircut that boosts a guy’s self-esteem. A glance in the mirror made me decide I didn’t look too bad. Even the railroad track on my face seemed better.

			With corsage in hand, I fired up the Pinto and headed for my date with destiny. I didn’t want to pull up in front of her sorority house in my wreck of a car. I parked behind Chet’s and walked the last couple of blocks.

			It was a struggle to keep my anxiety in check while I walked. I had dreamt the night before that her invite to the dance was just a sick joke. In my dream I showed up in my new suit, carrying the corsage, to find Meghan and Eric together on the porch. Everyone laughed at me and asked, “Did you really think Meghan was serious?”

			I arrived at the sorority house and was relieved to find Meghan, alone, on the porch. All dressed up for the dance, she was a vision. She saw me approaching and smiled ear to ear. It was all I could do to stand. She took her time admiring the flowers, which gave me time to regain function in my legs.

			When I recovered enough to speak, I said, “Meg, you . . . look . . . gorgeous!”

			I was embarrassed as soon as I said it. The words came out of my mouth somewhere between a whisper and a gasp.

			She appeared more embarrassed to have received the compliment. She smacked me on the shoulder and looked down at her feet.

			She looked back up at me and said, “Thank you, I was just about to say you look exceptionally handsome this evening.”

			“Meghan, you know it’s a sin to lie,” I replied.

			We walked up to the porch, where she pinned a boutonniere on my jacket. One of the chaperones was lining up couples for photos. I wasn’t feeling exceptionally photogenic but Meghan insisted. After our picture was taken, Meghan excused herself to talk with one of her sisters. Meghan was on the planning committee, and they were still ironing out details. The chaperone remarked that we made a lovely couple. Of course, she said that to every couple that she photographed.

			I whispered back in reply, “We’re just friends.”

			I felt a sharp slap on the back and heard a familiar voice, “Duffer, you hound dog! You are the mystery date!”

			It could only have been TM. I looked at him for an explanation.

			As we shook hands, he said, “Everyone has been trying to figure out who Meghan would ask to the dance. Each of us threw five bucks into a pool, and you just won me the jackpot!”

			Incredulous, I asked, “What would have made you bet on me?”

			He looked like the cat that ate the canary. “Let’s just say I played a hunch.”

			TM did some quick calculations as only he could.

			“Meghan Mallory is easily top ten. Not just in her class, I’m talking the entire school. She is top ten for sure. When you consider how sweet she is, I’d put her in the top five. Duffer, you are my hero!” He added, “I never understood what she saw in Eric.”

			I noticed Eric was nowhere to be found. “Eric didn’t get an invite for tonight?”

			TM replied, “Not a chance! The sorority president laid down the law. Anyone who invited him would be shunned.”

			I asked, “Are you sure you want to be seen talking to me? I don’t imagine I’m going to be very popular with your frat brothers.”

			TM replied, “Don’t expect any of them to buy you a beer, but there won’t be any trouble. Their dates will keep them in line. To be honest, Eric isn’t even all that popular in the frat.”

			The chartered bus arrived, and couples lined up to board. Meghan was still busy chatting, and we were one of the last in line. I followed her as she made her way to the open seats in the back of the bus. If I’d ever doubted what awkward felt like, I knew then. Everyone on the bus stared at me as I passed. Admittedly, my face was still something to be stared at, but they all looked at me as if I was an alien life form.

			Meghan didn’t seem to notice or care. We found an open seat and she turned to the girl behind us to continue her conversation. TM and his date were the last down the aisle. He smiled at me, held up five fingers, and mouthed the words “top five!”

			I took my escort duties seriously as Meghan moved from table to table. Standing dutifully at her side, I smiled politely each time she introduced me as her date. I spoke when I was spoken to and ignored the whispers I heard as we left each table.

			“Who is he?” “Where did she meet him?” “What happened to his face?”

			The DJ played mostly up-tempo songs, the kind of music that requires you to fast dance. Every so often the girls would coax their dates out onto the floor. I didn’t mind dancing, but I couldn’t hold a candle to Meghan. Few people could. I glanced around at the competition and concluded I was no more awkward than any of the other guys.

			Fortunately for the guys, the girls mostly danced with each other. Usually in small groups but once all together when they did a line dance. They must have practiced because no one missed a step.

			Most of the guys at the dance were in one frat or another, and all the guys at my table were Greek. They weren’t Sigmas and they were friendly enough, but I still didn’t feel like I fit in. I recognized a few independents, like myself, from some of my classes. While Meghan was up dancing with the girls, I exchanged a couple of hellos and engaged in a little small talk.

			Generally, I tried to stay out of the way, but mostly, I was just trying to keep both feet on the ground. Looking around the hall I realized that TM’s ranking of Meghan was accurate. There wasn’t a guy in the room who wouldn’t want to go out with my date. Now that everyone knew she was available, there were probably fifty guys working up the nerve to ask her out.

			It was beginning to dawn on me that I had made a monstrous mistake accepting her invitation. She was introducing me as her date, not her boyfriend. There was a huge difference in the titles. I was just helping her out of a jam until she had time to review her options. I knew in a week or two she’d walk into Chet’s with her new beau. She’d probably introduce me as a good friend and a really nice guy. In reality, that’s all I would ever be to her. Afterward, they would walk away, arm in arm, and I would have to wash their dirty dishes.

			No, I wouldn’t be able to deal with that after being her date. In the morning, I would have to return Chet’s tie and give him my notice. I was trying to figure out how to tell Chet I was quitting when the DJ interrupted.

			“Ladies, it’s time to find that special guy and move to the dance floor for the final song of the evening.”

			A slow song began to play. Meghan took me by the hand and led me to the center of the dance floor. She turned quickly and smacked me right between the eyes with that smile. It might as well have been a two by four. Yeah, I froze two agonizing steps short of her embrace.

			She giggled because she finally figured it out. Meghan took one step toward me and held out her arms. I managed one step toward her and wrapped my arms around the most beautiful girl I had ever known. She leaned in close and put her head on my shoulder.

			My fate was sealed, I was a dead man! This could only end badly for me. There was no way a girl like Meghan Mallory would ever want to be more than friends.

			For the first time in my life, I decided to live in the moment. There would be ample time, in the morning, to ponder my demise. I could still hear the whispers while we moved in slow circles around the dance floor. People kept staring, but I didn’t care. I was dancing with the prettiest girl in the room, and her head was resting on my shoulder like it was happy to be there.

			The thirty-minute bus ride back to town seemed like three. The goodbye weighed heavily on my mind. I expected it to be embarrassing for both of us. I knew Meghan would tell me she had a nice time. A kiss on the cheek was not out of the question. When it came time to part, she’d tell me to take care of myself and then walk away. There was no reason to expect anything more, and it was foolish to think there might be.

			The bus pulled up to the sorority house, and the driver set the parking brake. Meghan had been holding my hand and resting her head on my shoulder the entire ride. She must have been exhausted.

			Meghan sat up in her seat and waited until nearly everyone else had disembarked. I appreciated that she wasn’t going to embarrass me in front of everyone. She had a serious look on her face, and I knew she was formulating the goodbye speech. It started off exactly as I had anticipated.

			She smiled at me and said, “Thanks, Randy, I had the best time.”

			Then Meghan leaned over and whispered, “I called you by the right name this time, you have no excuse not to kiss me.” That was followed by a kiss far surpassing the one that kept me awake the previous Saturday night.

			When she finished, Meghan pulled away and asked, “What time are you picking me up for breakfast?”

			[image: ]

			Sunday breakfast became a routine for us. Whenever I had the morning off, I was cooking for two. We took walks down by the river and even tried ice skating on the park pond. We’d go bar hopping on occasion, but most Saturday nights she came over to my apartment to study.

			She was having as much trouble as I was keeping up with schoolwork. Cheering took up as much of her time as work took of mine. Then, one Saturday night, we were so caught up in homework, we lost track of the time. When she realized it was two o’clock in the morning, she grabbed my sweat suit out of the closet and took it into the bathroom.

			She came out of the bathroom wearing the sweat suit and said, “I might as well stay, you’ll only have to come get me for breakfast in a couple of hours.”

			She climbed into bed, and I looked at the sofa.

			She smiled and said, “Randy, you don’t have to sleep on the sofa tonight.”

		

	
		
			Top of the Third Inning

			It had been a long, lonely, summer without her. I hadn’t seen Meghan since she invited me to her parents’ house, in Williamsport, for Memorial Day weekend. Her family lived in what seemed like a mansion to me. Their property was as big as the entire block I grew up on.

			They had a cookout for family and friends that holiday weekend. Incredibly, her dad invited Eric to attend. It seemed her dad was still fond of Eric, even if Meghan wasn’t. And it was obvious Eric was still fond of Meghan: Every time I turned around, he was trying to catch her eye.

			The entire weekend was one long anxiety attack. Meeting her parents for the first time was awkward at best. When I met her mom, it became obvious where Meghan got her good looks. But I just couldn’t get a good read on her. She was gracious but never friendly. I got the impression she was tolerating me for her daughter’s sake.

			Meghan’s dad could best be described as intimidating! Nick Mallory was a linebacker in college and looked like he could still play the position. That linebacker mentality served him well in the business world. The largest farm equipment franchise in Central Pennsylvania bore his name.

			He was the prototypical, high-powered business executive. Even at home, the telephone was never far from his ear. When he wasn’t making a business deal, he was ripping one of his employees a new one. It seemed to me he was paying the price for his success. Antacid tablets were as close as the phone, and he chewed them like they were candy.

			He always called me Randal. I despised being called Randal! No one had used that name since the nuns in grade school. It became obvious he didn’t like me much when he pulled me aside during my visit. He let me know his daughter deserved better than a busboy. I told him it was difficult to disagree. The busboy job was just getting me through college. I would be an accountant when I graduated. He said he would be happy to see more of me after I had made more of myself.

			When he asked me about the scars on my face, I told him I got spiked sliding head first in a baseball game. Then I asked him if he considered what his daughter wanted. He said she was not mature enough to know what was best. I like to think he respected that I stood up for myself.

			That summer I tried calling Meghan from a pay phone several times. Her dad always answered and told me she wasn’t home. She only got a few of the dozen letters I wrote. If she didn’t get to the mailbox first, they disappeared.

			My summer of purgatory was rapidly coming to an end, and my senior year of college was about to begin. I remember answering a knock at my apartment door and being ecstatic to see Meghan’s smiling face. It would take some time before I found out if heaven or hell awaited. We quickly caught up with each other’s summer experiences. I made sure she knew how hard I tried to keep in touch. She knew what her dad had done but was confident he would come around, sooner or later. Then she talked about the semester to come.

			“The next couple of months are going to be tough.” she said. “My classes are bad enough. Cheering is a huge commitment between practice, travel, and games. We’re just going to have to make time for each other when we can.”

			“Let’s start tomorrow with breakfast,” I said. “What time should I pick you up?” She smiled as only she could.

			Two months later, in an ironic twist of fate, the weather, my state of mind, and future prospects aligned in perfect unison. All three were completely miserable. I envied the weather because it would eventually improve. I was alone, as usual, on a Saturday night. Midterms had just been posted, and my grades still weren’t good enough. Not good enough seemed to be a common theme in my life. I was seriously beginning to question whether I would ever accomplish anything.

			It felt like I was walking around in a fog. What little sleep I managed was fitful. The knot in my stomach had destroyed my appetite. I guess I should have been grateful to be saving money on groceries. I was going to college full time, working forty hours a week, and trying to maintain a relationship with a girlfriend. Something had to suffer. Sleep was the first casualty, grades the second. The girlfriend situation was about to resolve itself.

			Normally, I would have walked to the bar, but fate had been pissing on me for twenty-one years. I didn’t see the need to let Mother Nature pile on. If I drank too much, I could always leave my car at the bar and walk home. Drinking too much was my objective that night.

			The gloomy drizzle turned to a steady rain as I reached Memorial Square and the Civil War monument. I tried not to remember the night Meghan and I sat here in the rain the previous year. The monument is an impressive stone column topped with the statue of a Union soldier. Rifle poised, bayonet fixed, he is perpetually on guard.

			Inscribed on one side of the column is a list of the battles in which the local regiment fought. On the other is a long list of the town’s sons who didn’t come home. I wondered if having your name carved in stone made up for dying young? The way my life was going, I knew I’d never accomplish enough to have my name on a monument.

			Five more blocks and I reached Will’s Bar at the north end of Main Street. I pulled into the rear parking lot and got out of the car.

			From the parking lot you could enter the downstairs bar where the townies preferred to hang out. I walked up the alley and entered the upstairs bar. College kids preferred to drink upstairs. A rarely used stairwell connected the two floors. An uneasy calm existed between the two groups. Townies needed, and resented needing, the money brought in by the college kids. College kids thought the townies lived to rain on their parade.

			Good seats at the bar were easy to come by at nine o’clock on a Saturday night. Most people would be at parties until the midnight curfew. I took a position with a good view of the television. If I appeared to be watching something, it felt less awkward. I had come to drink myself into oblivion that Saturday night. It’s not that I wanted to feel better about things. For that one night I just didn’t want to feel anything.

			Meghan had been right about the first semester of our senior year. We hadn’t gone out in almost two months. I knew from our first date that it would never last. It should have felt better to finally be right about something. We were just too different. She was one of the popular people whom everyone knew and cared about. I was anonymity personified. At times I thought I might have been invisible. Students I sat next to in class often came into Chet’s while I was working and didn’t recognize me.

			Only the formality of breaking up with Meghan remained. It had been the same routine since football season started. She’d stop by Chet’s on Thursday and ask how my week was going. Then she’d tell me it would be a busy football weekend, so she wouldn’t see me until Monday. On Monday, she’d stop by and tell me she had a hectic weekend. She would have to study all week because she was behind on her classwork. Maybe she was being truthful and maybe she wasn’t. From work, I had seen her walking up Sigma Street on Saturday nights.

			It wasn’t in my nature to be demanding, and I didn’t feel like I owned her. If she wanted to go somewhere without me, that was her prerogative. I was determined not to show emotion. Emotion is weakness.

			Maybe I should have gotten angry and started an argument. That would have given her a reason to break up with me. At least that way it would be over. I assumed this was her polite way of breaking up. We’d just see less and less of each other until one day I’d see her with another guy. That other guy would undoubtedly be Eric.

			The football team had steamrolled through the league schedule and only needed one more win for the championship. Eric had stopped drinking and was having a career year. I read in the local paper that he was being scouted by pro teams.

			Eric played the game of his life that Saturday, and the Central Valley Titans won the league championship. After the game, everyone but me was in a partying mood. I knew Meghan would be a block from Will’s, celebrating at the Sigma house.

			The town had a curfew that put a midnight limit on house parties. After winning the championship, however, the Sigmas would thumb their nose at the curfew and party into the wee hours. They were football players, and they won the big game. Just this once, the townies would turn a blind eye to the infraction.

			I kept telling myself this would be the last bad night. As serious as she was about football, she would have to get back together with her hero. I knew she would tell me, in the morning, that we were through. One way or another it would end in the morning. If she didn’t tell me, I would tell her.

			I was pissed off when Dee sat down on the stool beside me. Dee was the one person who roamed freely between the upstairs and downstairs bars. No one knew his real name or, for that matter, anything else about him. He was an eccentric old man with long, wild, white hair. Everyone had a theory about Dee: Dee owned the bar, Dee was homeless, Dee was actually the mayor.

			Personally, I thought he was an apparition, or ghost, who haunted the place. You never saw him come in, and you never saw him leave. In all my travels, up and down Main Street, I never saw him outside the bar. Mine was one of the more bizarre theories, but Dee was a fairly bizarre character.

			He got the name Dee from some bar patron art majors. He often wore a beret, and they assumed he was the artist who’d painted the half dozen paintings hanging in Will’s Bar. The paintings all had the same illegible signature that began with a large letter D. Students started calling him Dee, and he never seemed to mind.

			Dee wandered the bar, striking up conversations. He was always asking about your major or future plans. It was difficult to ignore him because he seemed so much like someone’s grandfather.

			“Hey, kid, where’s that pretty girlfriend of yours?” he asked.

			I didn’t want to encourage him, “She is pretty, she’s not my girlfriend anymore, and I don’t want to think about where she is right now,” I tersely replied.

			“Come on, kid, there’s plenty of girls in Central Valley. Don’t let her get you down, you’ll find another pretty one.”

			“Dee, on my best day I’m just average. Average grades, average height, average weight, and if you can ignore my busted face, average looks.” I paused for a sip of beer. “Just an average guy whose future prospects are way below average.”

			After another sip, I continued, “College girls don’t want average. In fact, girls really want accessories, not boyfriends. They want an athlete, or a rich kid with a cool car, someone who improves their status.”

			Trying to cheer me up, he said, “You’re a young man with a bright future. You should be on top of the world.”

			With resignation in my voice, I replied, “The only thing I’m on top of is this bar stool.”

			“Come on!” Dee replied, “You’re a business major, you’ll soon be working for some big company. You’ll probably make lots of money and live in New York City.”

			“Dee, I’m an accounting major. No big company is going to hire an accountant with a C+ average. No company wants their books to be right 78.5% of the time. Even if I manage to graduate in the spring, I’ll never get a job.”

			Ordering another beer, I considered my future. My mood was foul when I sat down, and Dee wasn’t helping.

			“If my grades don’t improve, I may just skip my last semester. I’ve been killing myself working and going to school. It’s getting me nowhere, so I might as well save my money.”

			“Drop out? What would you do?

			“I’ve been thinking about the Army. Maybe I’ll try jumping out of airplanes. Who knows, maybe I’ll get lucky and break my neck or get blown up.” Suddenly inspired, I said, “Hollywood could make a movie about my life. Can’t you just see it on the big screen?”

			In my best announcer voice, I said, “The Fighting Accountant, starring John Wayne.”

			Describing my vision of the film, I told him the Duke would parachute into battle with a calculator strapped to his back and pencils in his bandolier. He’d have a couple of ledger books hooked to his belt like hand grenades. There would be a dramatic battle scene: Duke crouching in a foxhole, shells exploding all around him. John Wayne would be wearing green eyeshades, crunching numbers on the calculator, and making journal entries in the ledgers. At the end of the film, my character would succumb to severe paper cuts, and the camera would zoom in on a stoic general asking, “Where does America find such men?” Cue taps and fade to black. The script practically writes itself.”

			I thought it was so funny I laughed out loud. Dee looked at me as if I had lost my mind, and maybe I had.

			Not sure, myself, if I was serious, I said, “So there you have it, Dee, my new goal in life is to die young and put an end to my embarrassment.”

			“You shouldn’t talk like that, kid,” he cautioned.

			“I’m almost twenty-two years old. Why the hell does everyone in this town call me kid?”

			Dee became angry. “Twenty-two? Don’t make me laugh! I can’t even remember being twenty-two! Look at me! I’m an old man walking the last mile of my life. It doesn’t matter what I do now, my life is all but over. You’re going to come to one crossroad after another. You still get to make decisions that will shape your future. You’re a dumbass kid, with the world at your feet, and you’re too stupid to realize it.”

			Thoroughly pissed off, I turned away. Dee didn’t have any answers. The answers I was looking for were at the bottom of my beer glass. I just had to drink until I couldn’t feel the pain. I threw a twenty-dollar bill on the bar, resolved to drink it at seventy cents a beer.

			Meghan wasn’t the only problem that had me down. It’s just that she was the one standing in the batter’s box. My hopes for a career were still in the on-deck circle. It would take a few more months before I struck out at that, as well. It seemed like I would strike out at everything in life. College had all been a waste. I had no prospects for a job. I had no future!

			It was going to be my lot in life to be the only college-educated busboy in America. In time, parents would bring their children to Chet’s and point at me. They’d tell their kids this would happen to them if they didn’t do well in school.

			I could already hear the kids shrieking, “No, Mommy, no! Please let me go home and study!”

			I could only handle one failure at a time. If I was going to deal with my other problems, I needed to get past Meghan. It was foolish to let her get under my skin in the first place.

			I kept asking God to help me get through that night. In return, I promised to deal with the rest of my failures as they occurred. It’s just that the twelve months spent with Meghan had been the absolute best year of my life. It was difficult to articulate just how good I felt when we were together. For the first time in my life, I felt lucky to have been born me. I started to drink faster because the memories were coming quicker than the alcohol could dull my senses.

			An agitated bartender jolted me back to reality. I looked at my watch and was shocked to see it was one o’clock. “No more for you, kid. You’re flagged!” he scolded.

			With an equal measure of agitation, I replied, “I’m not finished drinking my twenty.”

			“Yes, you are!” he said. “What’s left is my tip.” He added, “I hope you’re not foolish enough to try and drive home.”

			“I’m not as think as you foolish I am,” I angrily replied.

			That didn’t come out too well, and everyone at the bar had a good laugh. God, how I hate when people laugh at me. I collected up what little money I had on the bar and walked to the parking lot in the rain. No bartender was going to tell me what I could or couldn’t do. I let my car warm up while I tried to sober up. The laughter was still ringing in my ears.

			I turned on the radio, and the first song that played was “The Fool on the Hill” by the Beatles. Well, there was irony for you. Up until that moment, I wanted to believe God was on my side. That song playing, just then, seemed like God’s way of laughing at me. The longer I sat, the angrier I became. Even God thinks I’m a fool.

			What the hell made me think I could pull this off? I’m the village idiot for thinking I could work my way through college. If I had any sense, I would have run when Meghan asked me out. I am the fool on College Hill. Everyone was having a good laugh at my expense, just like always. I wanted the laughter to stop more than I wanted to see another day. Thoughts of the hill and memorial wall suddenly raced through my mind. Maybe I would have my name on a monument.

			I put the car in gear and drove up the alley to Main Street. I turned right, toward campus, and stopped at the intersection of Main and Pine. It was the longest red light in town, so I’d have time to think. It was about one hundred yards up the hill to the wall. Even the Pinto could get up to fifty or sixty in that distance. That would make quite a dent. I knew the kids in this school would call it the dishwasher’s dent. I kind of liked how that sounded. Someone would probably even light a candle for me.

			Central Valley is a small town with small-town cops. They wouldn’t dig too deep and would draw the easy conclusion. The road was wet, his tires were bald, and he missed the turn. It would just be a simple accident.

			It would be quick and clean, but I wondered how my parents would take that phone call. What the hell, they’d still have the son who makes them proud. That’s the great thing about twins, you have two chances to get one right.

			I looked to the right and, to my amazement, there was Dee. Son of a bitch, he did exist outside the bar. Maybe it was the rain, but he looked like he was crying. I looked to my left and could see all the way up Sigma Street. Central Valley’s elite were having a blast at the Sigma house. Even in the nasty weather, there were people all over the lawn and front porch. Every light in the house was shining brightly. People were visible in every window.

			I looked back to my right and thought, give it one more at bat, one more inning. Turning back to the scene at the Sigma house, on my left, I ached for oblivion. I looked back up at the light. It turned green.

			Consciousness began to seep back into my body around ten o’clock Sunday morning. I gradually became aware that the pounding in my head was accompanied by a pounding on my door.

			TM was yelling, “Duffer, I know you’re in there, wake up.”

			Stumbling out of bed, still wearing Saturday night’s clothes, I opened the door.

			“Duffer, you okay? You look like hell.”

			Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I asked, “Is my car out there?”

			“Yeah, it’s right downstairs. When did you start parking in the driveway?”

			“Oh crap, I’ll bet the tow truck is already on the way,” I moaned.

			With a sense of urgency, he said, “Meghan said she needs to talk. She knows you’re working today, and she’s going to sit at Chet’s until you show up.”

			He added, “Do you have any idea what your girlfriend has been up to lately?”

			“She’s not my girlfriend anymore, hasn’t been for weeks,” I answered.

			“Yeah, well do you know what the girl who isn’t your girlfriend has been up to?” he retorted.

			“I have a good idea, but I know you’re going to let me know for sure.”

			“This will probably get me kicked out of the frat, but you and I go way back. I thought you should know Meghan has been at all our parties this semester. She and Eric have been looking pretty friendly. He mixed up an extra potent batch of punch at last night’s party, to make sure the girls got drunk. It backfired because people were puking all over the house and even out on the lawn. We had to open every window to air out the place.”

			He added, disgustedly, “Not even a top ten girl looks hot when she’s puking. It’s a sight I wish I could forget.”

			TM hesitated. “Meghan got really plastered and ended up with Eric. He’s doing a lot of bragging this morning.”

			After a pause, he asked, “Do you need me need to paint you a picture?”

			Confirmation of my worst fears sent me into a deep depression. “That’s a picture I’d rather not see.”

			“Well, what are you going to do?”

			“I’m going to leave school after this semester. I’ve been thinking about joining the army. What was it like jumping out of airplanes?”

			With a serious look, TM said, “Jumping was freaking awesome. It was hitting the ground that really sucked. What I meant was, what are you going to do about Meghan?”

			“The wait is worse than the execution. I’m going to get it over with and go talk to her.”

			TM apologized for being the bearer of bad news and left. I was so eager to get going I didn’t even shower. I had to at least put on a clean shirt and blindly reached for one in my closet. Of course, the first one I pulled out was my rec league sweatshirt. That wouldn’t do, so I threw it, along with the pants, into a paper bag. I put on a different shirt and headed down the steps. I moved my car out of the driveway and onto the street, where it belonged, then started for Chet’s.

			The rain had moved out overnight. It was a crisp morning, and the smell of fall was in the air. For the first time in weeks there was purpose in my steps as I walked up Elm Avenue. When I reached the intersection of Elm and Main, I deposited the paper bag in the Salvation Army box on the corner. Turning onto Main Street, toward Chet’s, I was eager to get on with the rest of my life.

			There was a line, and it took a couple of minutes for me to get through the door. Chet had the grill working flat out for the breakfast crowd. The aroma of bacon, and hash browns sizzling in fried onions, overwhelmed me as I entered. The knot in my stomach was gone, and my appetite was back. If I wasn’t so hung over, I would have ordered breakfast.

			Chet saw me coming and handed me a cup of coffee. He motioned with his head that she was in the back booth. I didn’t want Meghan to think I had come running just because she was looking for me. I tried to act surprised when I sat down.

			“I didn’t expect to see you here. I was out of coffee at home and needed a cup,” I said.

			Of course, she was smart enough to know there were three places to get coffee between my apartment and Chet’s. We both avoided eye contact knowing this was going to be our final conversation.

			A quick glance told me she looked as bad as I felt. Meghan looked good in anything, but she didn’t wear a hangover well. Her face was puffy, and her eyes were bloodshot. It must have been one hell of a night.

			She wanted to see me, so I thought she should start the conversation. I leaned back against the booth like it was a firing squad wall and thought, ready, aim, fire. Tell me you and Eric are back together, and put me out of my misery. I’ll wish you well and get on with my embarrassing existence.

			There was only an awkward silence as she stared at her tea cup. Her silence made me feel better. It meant breaking up was difficult. I’d take my moral victories where I could get them. Not wanting to drag my execution out any longer, I fell on my own sword.

			“Meghan, I’m glad I ran into you this morning. We haven’t had much time together, and I know that’s my fault. I’ve been working so much that I haven’t had enough time for you.”

			Now it was my turn to pause and stare into my coffee cup. I expected the words to leap off my tongue, but it felt like chewing glass.

			Finding my voice, again, I said, “You deserve better than that. It would be better for both of us if we just broke up.”

			I thanked the Almighty that it was done. I couldn’t have made it any easier for her. She only had to say okay and walk out the door. I remember thinking it would be nice if she smiled for me, one last time, as she left. Imagining Meghan out celebrating her independence from me momentarily occupied my mind.

			Meghan interrupted my imagining when she shook her head and said, “No, it’s not your fault. It’s no one’s fault.”

			She looked at her cup for another minute and then started, “I’m sorry we didn’t have much time together. My nursing classes are insanely difficult, and I’m behind in all my work. Most days I’m spent by the time I get done with cheer practice and studying.”

			With a frustrated look on her face, she said, “I made an effort to come down here and see you a couple of times a week. I never got any kind of a response from you. You didn’t seem upset about us not being together. You never came to any of the games. I thought, maybe, you didn’t care. Honestly, I thought you might have found someone else.”

			I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. She really did think it was my fault. If it helped bring the conversation to an end, I’d take the blame.

			“I’ve been going to the Sigma parties, after the games, with the other cheerleaders. This is my last year cheering, and that’s just one of our traditions. I’ll admit it was selfish on my part, but you didn’t seem to care.”

			Her facial expression changed from frustrated to upset.

			“Winning the championship was so exciting. I was ready to celebrate, but it’s not like I drank a lot.” She paused as if she was trying to figure out what happened. “The alcohol hit me so hard. It’s like someone spiked the punch.”

			With a look of embarrassment, she said, “You’ve seen how I can get when I’m drunk.”

			I knew all too well what she was like when she drank too much. Was it wrong of me to hope she called him Randy? Even if she remembered, she’d never admit to it.

			With damp eyes and sniffles, she said, “All summer, Eric tried to convince me that he had changed. He gave up drinking and said he wanted to get back together.”

			I turned away, angry that I had to listen to her sob story. I didn’t need to know how she and Eric reconciled. Who would blame her for choosing a potential pro quarterback over a perpetual loser?

			Tears suddenly cascaded down her cheeks. Angry or not, I couldn’t stand seeing her cry. I didn’t hate her, in fact, it made me realize that I still . . . .

			The conversation needed to end before I said something stupid. I leaned over the table and spoke in a harsher tone than I ever thought I could take with her. “Don’t do this to yourself! We both know why we’re here. I just handed you an easy way out, for God’s sake take it and go. You don’t owe me an explanation. You don’t owe me anything!”

			Remembering where we were, I looked around to see if anyone was listening to our conversation. Everyone seemed more intent on their breakfast than our drama. Only Chet had an ear turned our way. I knew he heard. Somehow, he heard every word spoken in his place. Seconds later he was at our table with fresh drinks.

			Chet looked like a concerned parent. “Everything okay here, kids?” he asked.

			Forgetting that he was my boss, I sarcastically replied, “Never better, thanks for asking.”

			Meghan never looked up or acknowledged Chet. As soon as he left, she pushed a tear aside and picked up the conversation. She answered back in the same angry tone I had used, “I don’t want an easy way out! God, Randy, you are thickheaded!”

			Now, I was angry and confused. Why couldn’t she just make it quick and clean? Did I really have to hear the entire story of her night in the sack with Eric? What had I done to make her hate me?

			Quivering and sniffling, she said, “Last night I found myself, alone, with Eric.” She paused, again, staring into her cup to avoid eye contact.

			I never realized she was so twisted. She was going to make me listen to all the sordid details, to ease her guilty conscience. I figured I might as well hear it from her. The way Eric was bragging it up, I was sure half the campus already knew.

			Bursting into tears, she said, “He must have thought I owed him something because he was not a gentleman!”

			Wiping the tears from her eyes, she also wiped away the makeup that was concealing the beginnings of a black eye.

			Her face wasn’t puffy, it was swollen! What the hell was that all about? How could he do that to her? Unable to respond when she finished talking, I just stared.

			She took a sip of her tea and tried to compose herself. “The night we met, you were going to make sure I got home safely even if it killed you. It might have if that policeman hadn’t found you on the sidewalk. You didn’t expect anything in return. You walked me home and then just walked away.”

			She laughed a little, as if she remembered a funny story. “I was terrified that first morning I woke up in your apartment. I didn’t know who I was with or what I had done. When I saw you sitting on your sofa, I knew everything was alright. I was half naked all night, and all you did was make me breakfast.”

			Finally making eye contact, she said, “At least one person in Central Valley cares about me.”

			She looked away and stared at the wall for a time.

			Turning back to me, she said, “I’m going to ask you one last favor. Take some time and let things settle. Maybe later we can get together. Maybe we can talk about getting back to where we were before football.”

			Starting to cry, again, she said, “I really need you. I don’t know how I’m going to get through this alone.”

			Meghan choked back a tear and said, “You can find me in the library any night this week. I have to catch up on a lot of work.”

			With a half-hearted smile, she walked away. Long after she was gone, I was still staring at the spot where her face had been. I was struggling to comprehend what I had just seen and heard. What the hell happened to her? Did she really say she needed me? How many stupid things did I say?

			If it was possible for a human brain to spontaneously combust, booth six would have been a raging inferno. I had spent weeks trying to obliterate every brain cell that contained her memory. I had very nearly succeeded. I really need you, was the last thing I expected her to say that morning. Getting up to leave, I was completely in awe of her ability to create havoc in my head.

			Chet saw me walking out and hollered, “You know you’re working this afternoon?”

			Unable to speak, I nodded my head and continued out the door. I needed to go home and clean up before work. My mind was in a complete state of chaos as I walked. I stepped in front of a moving car while crossing one of the alleys. The driver blew his horn and called me an idiot.

			I looked at him and said, “You don’t know the half of it, sir.”

			The first coherent thought to emerge from the maelstrom was that Eric should be in jail. She should go to the police, file charges, and have him locked up. That black eye would be all the evidence necessary. Then again, Eric would present thirty Sigma Delta witnesses who would swear to his innocence and good character. I doubted Meghan would even report it. She would suffer in silence rather than be involved in a scandal.

			Could I turn my back on her when she was in so much pain? Despite my best efforts, I still had feelings for her. I just didn’t know what her feelings were for me. She left me twisting in the wind all semester. She gave me just enough attention to keep me simmering, just in case things with Eric didn’t work out. Could she really be that manipulative? Is it possible she’s that evil?

			Or was it all my fault? I’m the one who didn’t want to show emotion. We both knew time was going to be a precious commodity during football season. She did make the effort to walk down to Chet’s and talk to me. She never talked about us doing anything together, but neither did I. I just assumed she would say no. I really should have gone to a game or two. Someone who looks like an angel couldn’t lie. Could she?

			A battle was raging for control of my mind. There would be no prisoners taken. Either she was a demon or an angel. No one could be both at the same time. The thought of her partying at the Sigma house was at war with the memory of her spellbinding smile.

			I took great pride in earning my paycheck. Chet never had to show me how to do a job more than once. He never had to tell me to do a job twice. This was the one day I did not earn my pay. I dropped half a dozen plates. I cleared, cleaned, and reset clean tables. I rewashed clean dishes over and over again. The look on Chet’s face spoke louder than words.

			The battle in my head went on unabated. Other guys were always after Meghan. Could I live with that? When we were out, I couldn’t leave her alone for a minute. If I got up to use the bathroom, some guy would jump in my seat and buy her a drink. She’s a beautiful girl and probably always would be. When I met her mother, I thought they were sisters.

			I laughed out loud when it occurred to me that I was thinking of breaking up with a girl because she was too good looking. I was more screwed up than I realized. During my break I walked out back and banged my head against the brick wall. I was hoping to knock one of the images out of my head or maybe knock myself out. My shift finally ended and I was no closer to a decision. I was walking out the front door when Chet stopped me.

			With more than a hint of sarcasm, he asked, “Hey, Randy, are you forgetting something?”

			I had no idea what he meant until he said, “It’s chilly out tonight.”

			I was walking out into a cold November night without my coat. Retracing my steps back to the kitchen, I threw on my jacket, and then found Chet blocking my way to the door. He put one hand on my shoulder and handed me a cup of tea with the other.

			In a fatherly voice, he said, “Don’t be a fool, son, go talk to her.”

			Chet was right I had to talk to her. I wasn’t going to leave her hanging like she had done to me. The problem was that I didn’t know what I wanted to say. I climbed the hill and took my time meandering through campus. The entire time I was praying for an answer or a lightning bolt. Either one would put me out of my misery.

			I knew where she would be studying when I arrived at the library. The third-floor reference section was the quietest place on campus. That was her usual hideaway. I took the steps, instead of the elevator, to delay the inevitable. Sure enough, she was sitting right where I had expected. Her books sat unopened while she stared, teary eyed, into space. No amount of makeup could cover her swollen eye.

			The right words were still elusive as I reached over her shoulder to place the cup on the table.

			Meekly, I said, “Chet thought this might help you study.”

			My timid approach startled her, and she spun around in her seat to face me. As fate would have it, she smiled.

			“Thanks,” she whispered.

			Weary and weepy, she hugged me as if the contents of that cup were an answer to a prayer.

			“It’s just a cup of tea,” I said.

			“Cup?” she asked.

		

	
		
			Bottom of the Third Inning

			The answer I was praying for was not found at the bottom of a beer glass. There was no need for a lightning bolt. Everything I needed to know was in that smile. It didn’t take much talking to work things out between us. That said, we each made concessions.

			There were still two football games remaining, and I would make sure I was in the stadium. Chet would have to give me the time off from work. For her part, she was, obviously, finished with Sigma parties. All the girls on campus were finished with Sigma parties after the punch fiasco. Meghan still wanted to cheer at basketball games, but she wasn’t going to be on the traveling squad.

			The next night, Monday, I had to work until closing. My two-month-long anxiety attack had ended. It was a great feeling to finally be able to relax. It had been a slow night, and we were almost finished for the evening. I was about to punch out when Eric strolled into the restaurant, looking very pleased with himself.

			With a menacing grin, he asked, “Hey, buddy, how’s your girlfriend doing? She was pretty upset yesterday when I kicked her out of bed.”

			Chet took a step toward Eric, but I stopped him. I pointed to the door and invited Eric to step out onto Main Street. He quickly took me up on my invitation.

			Eric laughed and spoke first. “She likes it when you get rough with her.” Once again, he reeked of alcohol.

			“How would you like to take a swing at someone who could hit back?” I asked.

			He smiled and said, “That’s why I’m here.”

			He threw a quick punch at my stomach. He had no way of knowing I’d done a couple hundred sit-ups every day since seventh grade. I wanted to look athletic even if I wasn’t an athlete. I’m not saying it didn’t hurt, but I didn’t double over like he expected.

			The sucker punch was followed by a couple of jabs to my face. He must not have thought much of my ability because he didn’t even bother taking a boxer’s stance. When he confirmed I was no threat, he let loose with a flurry of punches.

			I managed to block one and duck a couple of others. He soon found the range, and my head snapped back, repeatedly, as each punch landed. He never hit me in the same spot twice. It was as if he wanted me to hurt in as many places as possible.

			That stupid grin never left his face the entire time he was hitting me. He must have been looking forward to the opportunity. Strange thoughts dart through your consciousness when you’re under stress. I actually remember feeling jealous of his ability to throw a punch. I wondered if he had taken boxing lessons or was just more coordinated than I was.

			Not being an experienced fighter, I kept blundering into his punches trying to get close enough to throw one of my own. Anger and adrenalin were all that kept me on my feet. I was determined to land at least one punch on his smug face before he knocked me down. He knew I was on the ropes and paused to gloat.

			He laughed at me before asking, “Hey, buddy, how does it feel to . . .”

			Eric didn’t get the opportunity to finish his question. His mistake was to laugh at me. A lifetime of pent-up anger was released in one swing of my right fist that crushed his nose. I don’t even like taking credit for the punch; it’s not like I consciously made the decision to throw it. My reflexes were faster than my thought processes. It was as if a tightly coiled spring was suddenly loosed.

			Blood splattered, his legs buckled, and he staggered backward. The grin was gone from his face. Eric was about to experience karma. I would make sure his left eye looked worse than Meghan’s. I grabbed his football jacket with my left hand and took aim at that eye.

			I was taught that a baseball was thrown with the entire body, not just the arm. You need momentum moving toward your target when you field the ball. Take a step as you throw, and bend at the waist on your follow through. This ensures that the combined force of your legs, torso, and arm are behind the throw.

			I threw my punches the same way. Each right hand was launched with the same force I would have put behind a throw from the outfield to home plate. I’m not going to lie, it felt good watching his head snap back as each of my punches landed. It felt even better when cuts opened, and blood started to flow. There was no concern for the Marquess of Queensberry boxing rules. Hitting him when he was defenseless did not present a moral dilemma. Meghan was defenseless when she was pummeled.

			My exuberance got the better of me, and I put too much into a punch. My fist connected with his face, and an electric jolt raced from my hand to my brain. For an instant, my right hand hurt worse than my head. I switched hands and started to hit him with my left. I knew I had done damage with my right hand. Hitting him with my left felt like trying to bat left handed. It was awkward, and I just didn’t feel like I was hurting him.

			My right hand throbbed with pain, and I couldn’t keep hold of his jacket. He was thrashing about and finally broke free. He cursed me out as I looked around and realized that passersby were watching us. I’m not sure if shock or disgust best described their expressions.

			If Eric came at me again, I was in trouble. There was no way I could throw another punch with my right hand. It was all but useless for three or four weeks after the fight. To this day, I still can’t make a tight fist with it.

			I needed him to believe I was eager for more. I spit a mouthful of blood on his shoes and said, “I’m not your buddy!”

			This could not have gone as he had planned. I would love to know what strange thoughts darted through his consciousness at that moment. He looked conflicted as to whether he should go another round or cut his losses. He flipped me the bird, turned, and walked toward his frat house. Maybe he wasn’t as tough as he wanted people to believe.

			In order to land my first punch, I had taken an awful beating. I was woozy and wobbling when I walked back into the restaurant. There was so much blood on my shirt I knew it was more than a nosebleed. My head felt like it was immersed in a pool of pain, and passing out seemed an attractive option. That could not be how it felt to win a fight. After watching Eric walk away, dripping blood on the sidewalk, I knew I didn’t lose. Chet was waiting with a towel and a bag of ice.

			“Chet, I won’t argue if you want to take me to the hospital,” I said.

			“If you’re going to keep seeing this girl, you need a better medical plan,” he replied.

			He handed me the towel and walked back into the kitchen. I held the towel against my face, so I didn’t bleed on the floor I had just mopped. I pressed the ice pack against the towel to numb the pain.

			While blood quickly soaked through the towel, I pondered what had just taken place. The fight lasted no more than two minutes from start to finish. It was the most intense two minutes I had ever lived. I stood toe to toe, in a street fight, with someone who should have cleaned my clock. Maybe I was better in a fight than I knew. Watching blood drip from the towel and pool on the floor, I knew I wanted no part of another one.

			Chet was making a phone call in the kitchen. He finished his call and told me to get in his car.

			“I’m glad I have a charge account at the hospital,” I said.

			“We’re not going to the hospital,” he replied. “They’ll ask too many questions. Besides, your sparring partner is probably already there.”

			We drove across town and stopped at a doctor’s office. The doctor was getting out of his car as we arrived.

			Chet said, “My doctor owes me a favor. He won’t ask any questions.”

			The thought of more medical bills was disheartening. “Does he take my insurance?” I asked.

			“This one is on me,” Chet replied. “I owe you a favor for getting to Eric before me. I was going to kill him.”

			It took a dozen stitches to close the cut under my left eye. Chet’s doctor was good with a needle and thread. The stitches were tiny, and I didn’t think they’d leave much of a scar. That was good because I was running out of room on my face.

			On Tuesday the Athletic Department issued a press release. Central Valley Police were investigating an off-campus incident involving Quarterback Eric Stultz. An altercation with an unknown individual occurred Monday night on Main Street. Emergency surgery to repair facial injuries would cause him to miss the remainder of the season.

			I knew I didn’t have to worry about Eric identifying his assailant. No frat boy would admit he couldn’t do better than a draw against a busboy. Tuesday evening, I was back at work. My swollen, bruised, and bandaged face drew plenty of stares from customers. I was counting the minutes to quitting time when my old friend Sergeant Kelly arrived for a visit.

			“Mr. Duffy, what time did you finish work last night?” he asked.

			I knew this was not a social call and answered with some apprehension, “About eight o’clock, as usual,”

			“Perhaps you witnessed an altercation that occurred on Main Street at about that same time.”

			I replied as innocently as I could, “Gee, I don’t remember seeing anything. Can you tell me what happened?”

			“The College Athletic Director reported that a Mr. Eric Stultz was assaulted. When I took a statement from Mr. Stultz, he claimed the attack was unprovoked. He also claimed he did not recognize his attacker.” Sergeant Kelly had been reading the details from a small notepad. He put the notepad back in his pocket and looked, accusingly, at me.

			“I’m not entirely sure that’s the whole story as I hear the two of you have a history. Maybe it has something to do with a girl?”

			For some reason I thought it would help my cause to sound stupid and confused. Both come naturally to me. I told him, “I haven’t had any history classes with Eric.”

			Not amused with my response, he said, “A witness reported an individual bearing a striking resemblance to you engaged in a verbal confrontation with Mr. Stultz. The confrontation became physical, and Mr. Stultz suffered some significant injuries.”

			Defensively, I replied, “You say it occurred at about eight o’clock last night? I must have just missed it because I don’t remember seeing anything. Then again, my short-term memory is a little sketchy since I had that concussion last year.”

			I added, “Statistically, my height and weight are remarkably average. I’m sure there are plenty of people around town with similar features.”

			“Mr. Duffy, you have two black eyes and a fat lip, not to mention whatever is under that gauze pad. You look as bad as the alleged victim. Do you really expect me to believe you were not involved in a fight?”

			“Sergeant Kelly, I have a documented history of walking into doors. You can check my medical records at the hospital,” was my smug reply.

			“Did the door hit your fists, as well as your face, Mr. Duffy? I notice your hands are swollen and bloody.”

			“Dish pan hands, Sergeant. They always look like this when the weather turns cold,” I retorted.

			Sergeant Kelly said, “There will be a thorough investigation of this incident. We are not going to tolerate this kind of behavior on our Main Street.”

			He was understandably upset with my attitude.

			“Mr. Duffy, don’t think this is going to go away. I know you didn’t have another run in with that pretty cheerleader. You had better start telling me the truth.”

			Another smart-ass answer might have gotten me handcuffed. Prudence dictated I exercise my right to remain silent. Chet, who was naturally listening in on the conversation, spoke up angrily.

			“Listen, Bill, I’m not surprised something bad happened to Mr. Stultz. Bad things ought to happen to the guy who beat up that pretty cheerleader.”

			Motioning toward me, Chet said, “The kid took care of him last night, but I’m making you a promise, Bill. If Eric walks in here again, bragging about the things he did to that young lady, I will personally see to it he needs his jaw wired shut.”

			Chet’s blood was up, and I appreciated his eagerness to defend Meghan. I hoped he’d look in on her while I was in prison. Chet all but signed my name to a confession. Thankfully, he knew how his brother-in-law would respond. Sergeant Kelly had a new theory to investigate.

			“Are you telling me Mr. Stultz merely received the ass kicking he deserved?”

			Chet agreed with an exaggerated nod of his head. I displayed my best poker face and remained expressionless.

			A smirking Sergeant Kelly said, “It’s too bad Mr. Stultz couldn’t identify his assailant. A vague description from a witness isn’t much of a lead. It could have been anyone.” He added, “If that young lady wants to press charges, tell her to call me. I’d take an interest in seeing Mr. Stultz suffer a little more.”

			Sergeant Kelly took one last look at my face before he started for the door. “Was it worth it?” he asked.

			My poker face wouldn’t hold, and I cracked a wide smile in spite of how much it hurt.

			Sergeant Kelly looked back at Chet and said, “Chet, I like this kid. Keep him away from doors until his face heals.”

			Meghan came in as Sergeant Kelly was leaving. He held the door for her and did a double take when he saw her eye.

			“That eye looks pretty tender,” he said.

			Meghan turned away to keep him from getting a better look. “It’s not so bad,” she murmured.

			Sergeant Kelly looked to Chet for confirmation that she was the girl we had just discussed. Chet slowly nodded his head.

			Looking back at Meghan, a visibly upset Sergeant Kelly asked, “Is there something you would like to tell me about how that happened?”

			In an almost inaudible voice, she mumbled, “It was an accident, I walked into a door.”

			He continued out the door. “Seems to be a lot of that going around,” he said.

			Meghan hadn’t seen me all day. She knew about Eric’s injuries and suspected I was, somehow, responsible. My appearance upset her, and she asked, “What did you do?”

			Relentless, she pressed me again and again. Her interrogation was far worse than Sergeant Kelly’s. Once again, I relied on my poker face. I refused to admit anything and didn’t try to explain my injuries.

			“If it was me, don’t you think Eric would have told the police?” I kept repeating.

			Meghan kept pawing at the gauze pad to see what was underneath. My face was obviously sore, and I recoiled at her touch.

			I pulled the bandage off and said, “It’s not a big deal, just a couple of stitches.”

			She threw her hands in the air and started to cry. Dreading my answer, she asked, “Did you do this because of me? Is that policeman after you?”

			Chet was cleaning the grill while Meghan was grilling me. In his fatherly voice, he said, “Calm down, Meghan. Eric came in here looking for a fight, and he found one. That’s all there was to it.”

			Chet and I needed to have a conversation about letting me confess my own sins. Meghan looked over at Chet and then back at me. I’ll never make any money playing poker. It didn’t matter how noble the cause, Meghan was not happy with me being in a brawl. I hoped Eric’s broken face made her feel better. I know it made me feel pretty damn good.

			Yet, something in my twelve years of Catholic school education told me it was wrong to feel that way. I wasn’t all that religious, but enough of it stuck with me. I had been taught in school that the difference between right and wrong was always black and white.

			In real life the difference often seemed a shade of grey. I believed I was right to defend myself when I broke Eric’s nose. Admittedly, everything I broke after that was purely for revenge. Was I wrong to, literally, exact an eye for an eye? Should I have turned the other cheek? Why couldn’t I, just this once, feel good about myself? Why did I always have questions and no answers?

			Call it karma or the wrath of God, call it what you will, Eric would pay a heavy price for the wrong he had done to Meghan. Chet’s prediction was correct. Eric did go straight to the emergency room after the fight. He needed more stiches than I did, but stitches were only the beginning. Since this was the third time his nose was broken, the surgeons had quite a time trying to fix it. He also needed some hardware installed to hold his eye socket and cheekbones in place.

			For the rest of his life, his face will be as messed up as mine. That wasn’t the end of his troubles. There were multiple investigations into the championship party at the Sigma house. Several party guests had to be treated, at the hospital, for alcohol poisoning. Rumors persisted that a female guest had been assaulted. The Dean suspended the frat for a semester, and the town condemned the Sigma house until numerous health code violations were corrected.

			The local newspaper ran stories on the investigations. Sergeant Kelly took an interest in seeing that Eric’s name featured prominently in the reporting. Any chance he had of playing pro ball disappeared when the stories were picked up by the wire services. Eric had played his final football game.

			Central Valley football continued without him. On football weekends the small town of Central Valley became a small city. It always began Friday night when the parade of RV’s lumbered into town. Saturday morning, the town filled up almost as soon as the sun came up. Chet’s was always packed, and we usually had two busboys on duty. The tips were good, especially when I wore a Central Valley football shirt under my apron. I never made it to any games because there was so much money to be made at work.

			Working the final two game days was not an option. I promised Meghan I would walk her to the stadium. When I picked her up at the sorority house, I was surprised to see she made no effort to disguise her eye. She wore it like a badge of honor. I was proud of her; she wasn’t the one who should feel ashamed. That said, it was obvious she was nervous. Her arm was wrapped tightly around mine the entire walk. She looked straight ahead and didn’t acknowledge the many well-wishers along the way.

			We ran the gauntlet of tailgaters in the stadium parking lot. Grills sizzled, and alcohol flowed freely. The party atmosphere of the parking lot contrasted drastically with Meghan’s subdued demeanor. I could only imagine what was going through her mind. A couple of smartass drunks had already made remarks about her eye. My face looked far worse than hers, but no one said a word to me. She was going to have to stand in front of that rowdy bunch and smile. After all that had happened in the last week, could she act as if she cared about them or football?

			It was a given that the entire team knew what had happened to her. There were also multiple, ugly rumors circulating through campus. The Sigma brothers were spreading stories to try to absolve Eric. Meghan had to be wondering if she would be pitied or blamed.

			I had planned to walk her only as far as the employee entrance. A field pass was required beyond that point. I’d have to wait for the general admission gate to open. But Meghan wouldn’t let go of my arm and flashed one of her smiles at the guard. We were both waved through.

			I waited with her until the players took the field for warmups, then it was time for me to go. She nervously asked, “Where are you sitting?”

			“The Titans are a tough ticket this season,” I replied. “I managed to get your section, but I’m in the next to the last row. I expect to hear you cheering all the way at the top, and I want to see that smile.”

			With little enthusiasm, she replied, “I’ll see what I can do.”

			Trying to strengthen her resolve, I gave her a stern look and said, “Don’t let him take this from you!”

			She nodded her head and gave me a brave smile.

			I settled into my seat near the top of the stadium. Two ushers quickly approached and pulled me up. I protested that I was in the correct seat, but they wouldn’t even look at my ticket.

			It occurred to me, as I was being escorted down the steps, that I was being thrown out of the stadium because of Eric. I should have known they would be vindictive. I worried Meghan wouldn’t understand why I was gone.

			When we arrived at the first row, one of the ushers pointed to an empty seat and told me to sit down. The other usher laughed and wanted to know how an ugly guy like me could have so many pretty friends.

			I was nervous about sitting in the wrong spot and wondered what was going on. Just before kickoff, all the cheerleaders assembled right in front of me. I could feel my face turn beet red and couldn’t look as they began to cheer.

			“Two, four, six, eight! Who do we appreciate?”

			I reopened my eyes to see a dozen smiles and as many slender arms aimed directly at my battered face. Meghan blew me a kiss, and the girls scampered back to their assigned spots.

			There were a lot of smart people who easily made the connection between my injuries and Eric’s. Applause erupted from people around me. Someone slapped me on the back and wanted to shake my hand. Some of the football players even turned and applauded.

			I didn’t do it for the accolades. The attention was as unwanted as it was embarrassing. The police investigation into this incident was still active, and Sergeant Kelly wasn’t the only cop on the force. I wasn’t entirely sure I was out of the woods yet, legally. If half the campus figured out I was the unknown individual being sought by the police, it couldn’t be good for me.

			Then again, I wasn’t even sure why I should be worried. I didn’t think I was guilty of anything. He threw the first punch and I threw the last. For the second time in my life, I decided to live in the moment. I sat back and tried to enjoy the game, but the headaches and blurred vision were back with a vengeance. I didn’t need a doctor to tell me I had another concussion.

			It was all worth it to watch Eric, stewing alone, on the sidelines. His face was still bandaged, and he wore a baseball cap pulled down low over his eyes. No one would stand anywhere near him, and he looked like an outcast.

			A much more relaxed Meghan kept a light hold of my hand on the walk home. We arrived back at her house and stepped up onto the porch. I reached to open the door, but she pushed it closed. Her arms wrapped around me, and she gave me a long hug.

			“Thanks, if you weren’t there, I couldn’t have . . . ” she didn’t finish her thought. With a smile, she asked, “How about Donny’s tonight?”

			It was just the thing to take my mind off how badly my head hurt.

			Football season ended, and I figured I was out of the woods. Sergeant Kelly managed to bury the fight investigation. Meghan and I were quite a sight sporting his-and-her black eyes for a time. Eric and his crew stopped coming into Chet’s for breakfast. In fact, Eric dropped out of sight entirely. He told people he was taking a break from school to prepare for the pro draft. His name was never called on draft day, and he never returned to school.

			I didn’t miss him or his crew in the restaurant. Meghan’s sorority sisters took their place. They were a lot nicer to deal with, and they were better tippers. I even attended another sorority formal. This one was much more relaxed, as very few of the Sigma brothers were invited. The girls weren’t sure who was to blame for spiking the punch. Since the boys wouldn’t tell, they all took the blame. TM resigned from the frat, and he and his girlfriend sat at our table.

			Meghan and I were back to studying together on Saturday nights. Studying was more difficult than normal. The headaches were relentless, especially when I tried to read. The words often became a blur, and I kept having dizzy spells. The same thing happened in class when I tried to concentrate on the blackboard. I had been hoping to bring my C+ average closer to a B. Now, I was praying it didn’t fall to a D. The job search was not going to get any easier.

			At times I wished I had turned the other cheek when Eric threw his first punch, but there was no going back. I made my choice and had to live with the consequences. On some days the pain was close to excruciating. Complaining only made it worse, so I kept it to myself if for no other reason than that I never wanted it to get back to Eric just how badly I had been hurt. Staying busy kept my mind off the pain. Between school and work, there was plenty to keep me busy.

			Meghan recognized the concussion symptoms and fretted about my health. Ever the nurse, she kept nagging me to take it easy and not work so hard. She even made me keep track of all the aspirin I was taking. Eventually, she confiscated the bottle and doled out my daily dosage. Meghan knew what her smile did for me and made sure I saw it frequently. It was far more effective than the aspirin. I don’t know how I would have gotten through it without her.

			I hoped time away from the books at Christmas break might help clear the cobwebs. Until then I was taking it one day at a time. Occasional down time at Donny’s helped me relax. I was teaching Meghan how to play shuffleboard, and she was giving me dance lessons. Hank was always happy to see us.

			After a couple of visits to Donny’s, I realized I had misjudged the lean and hungry leer in Hank’s eyes. He wasn’t a serial killer; just awkwardly and hopelessly infatuated with Meghan. It was difficult to fault him for feeling that way.

			Work wouldn’t wait for the headaches to go away. One slow Monday morning, Meghan stopped in for breakfast before going to class. We were talking and laughing about some of the characters at Donny’s on Saturday night. There weren’t any customers around, and Chet was doing paperwork in his office. He came storming out, cursing at his bank statement.

			“Randy, I have to go across the street and talk to someone at the bank. I can’t figure this thing out to save my life.”

			Math was not his best subject either.

			“If any customers come in, tell them I’ll be back in five minutes.”

			Two minutes after he left for the bank, in walked a customer. Of all the people in Central Valley, it had to be Professor Murry. He was a legend in the Business Department and had taught nearly every course. I had already taken a couple of his classes and, at that time, was in his Senior Marketing class. He had a reputation as a tough grader, but somehow, I always ended up with a better grade in his class than I thought I had earned.

			He was something of a regular customer but had never said anything to me. I wondered if he recognized me.

			“Mr. Duffy, where is Chet?” he asked.

			My question was answered.

			“He’s on an errand, sir. He should be back any minute.”

			“I have a faculty meeting in forty-five minutes. I was hoping for some breakfast.”

			Ten minutes passed, and Chet had not returned. The cup of coffee I poured for the Professor did not placate him. He was a bit agitated until Meghan spoke up. “Randy can make you breakfast, he’s a good cook.”

			I glared at her, but it was too late.

			Professor Murry said, “Excellent idea, let’s see what you can do.”

			“I’m sure Chet will be back any minute,” I protested.

			“Mr. Duffy, do you realize I’m grading your case study paper today? If hunger were to skew my good judgment, it might have tragic consequences.”

			It seemed I was at one of those crossroads Dee talked about. It was flunk to the right or get fired to the left.

			“What can I get for you, sir?”

			Meghan’s excited smile didn’t make it any easier to concentrate. My hands shook as I stood at the grill and fixed breakfast for the Professor. I had stood in front of Chet’s grill hundreds of times. This was the first time I ever cooked on it. It was a foreign feeling, kind of like the first time I drove a car.

			Fortunately, Professor Murry seemed to enjoy his breakfast. He ate quickly and finished before Chet returned. I was ringing him up at the cash register when he said, “Mr. Duffy, if accounting doesn’t work out for you, promise me you’ll consider a culinary career.”

			I wasn’t sure if that was a compliment on my cooking or an indictment of my accounting. It didn’t matter because just then Chet walked back in the door. He had the same look on his face my dad had when he caught me sneaking some of his booze.

			Chet was not a man you wanted to anger. The large U.S.M.C. tattoo on his large forearm would lead one to believe he had spent time in the Corps. He still had the haircut and could be as intimidating as a drill instructor. When provoked he could curse like a sailor. Seeing the look on his face, I was pretty sure he had been provoked.

			The look of panic on my face revealed my predicament, and Professor Murry came to my aid. “My compliments, Chet, you have an able apprentice in Mr. Duffy. I thoroughly enjoyed my breakfast.”

			After Professor Murry left, I was ready to punch out and leave. I’d go quietly without trying to defend myself. Meghan said she had to get to class and quickly made herself scarce.

			Chet’s icy stare had me quivering for what seemed like an eternity. He finally asked, “You know how to cook?”

			“It was two eggs, over easy, with hash browns, and toast. I’m in one of his classes, and if he didn’t get breakfast, he was going to flunk me.”

			“You know how to cook?” he impatiently repeated.

			“I’ve been working in restaurants since I was fourteen. It’s not rocket science.”

			I probably shouldn’t have added the last part.

			Chet asked, “What else can you cook besides eggs?”

			“I don’t know how you make the chili, but I think I can cook anything that goes on the grill.”

			He looked at me as if I had been holding out on him. “You know how to work the cash register?”

			“I’m an accounting major. A cash register is a calculator with a couple of extra buttons. I’ve seen you do it a thousand times.”

			“What else can you do that I don’t know about?”

			“If you stop spilling chili sauce on the bank statement, I can balance your checkbook.”

			It didn’t take X-ray vision to see the wheels turning in Chet’s head.

			The next day I was sitting in Professor Murry’s Senior Marketing class. I was filled with the usual anxiety and paranoia. My case study paper was due back, and I knew when I turned it in that it was not my best work. It wasn’t just because of the headaches. I was typing it at one-thirty in the morning, and my thrift shop typewriter was acting up. A couple of the keys were sticking, and all my erasures were tearing the paper. I was down to my last two sheets and still had three pages to type. To make matters worse, I hadn’t read the required two chapters in the textbook. It wasn’t for lack of trying.

			Monday had been a typical day. I was up at six and did my sit-ups and push-ups. Breakfast was a pop tart with two aspirin. If my toaster was working, the pop tart would have tasted so much better. By seven I was at work. After cooking breakfast for the Professor, I worked until ten-thirty. I punched out and had to hustle up to campus for an eleven o’clock class. There was little time for lunch because I had to study for my afternoon classes. After classes were over, it was back to work from five until eight.

			In addition to two more aspirin, my dinner consisted of half a hamburger and a few fries that someone left on their plate. It didn’t look like it had been touched, and I hated to throw it away. Besides, there wasn’t any food in my apartment.

			Meghan and I were at the library until ten-thirty. I didn’t get as much studying done as I would’ve liked because she was in a really good mood. All that smiling made it difficult to concentrate.

			I walked her home, then arrived at my apartment about eleven. Other homework occupied me until midnight, and then I started reading my Senior Marketing book. Somewhere in the first chapter it all turned grey, and I fell asleep.

			All in all, it had been a typical Monday. Unfortunately, on Tuesday I wasn’t prepared. It never failed that I’d be called on in class when I wasn’t ready. Professor Murry handed back our papers, and I hesitated to look for my grade. To my great surprise, I found a large red A on the first page. On the last page there was a note.

			My breakfast was far better than this paper. Consider the grade your gratuity.

			There was only a week left before finals and Christmas break. Chet had me working at the grill every day. I think I cooked everything on the menu a dozen times. It seemed as though I may have bussed my last table because he hired two part-timers to take my place. My paycheck also doubled in size. Chet pulled me aside one day at the end of my shift.

			“I know you’ve met my wife, Dolores. She’s an attractive woman, don’t you think?”

			Now there was a question only a fool would answer. I wouldn’t say yes because I didn’t want him to think I’d been checking out his wife. That might not go over well. If she wasn’t attractive, I couldn’t tell him his wife was ugly.

			The thing is, I had been checking out his wife. She was very attractive for a townie. I know that sounds harsh. It’s just that it wasn’t difficult to tell who was born in Central Valley and who moved here because of the college.

			I gulped and said, “Chet, who am I to judge your wife? But I wouldn’t disagree with your opinion of her.”

			Chet replied, “That’s an outstanding answer! You just may be as smart as I’m beginning to think you are.”

			“Randy, I’ve owned this business for ten years, and I haven’t had a vacation in the last five. My wife has given me an ultimatum. Either I take her to Florida, for a week, or she’s going to find a man who will. She’ll do it!”

			For a split second, I thought Chet was going to ask me to take his wife to Florida. What he actually had in mind was just as far-fetched.

			“Come back from Christmas break a week early and run the restaurant for me. It shouldn’t be busy because the college will still be on break. Let me take my wife to Florida, and I’ll give you a five-hundred-dollar cash bonus. Your Uncle Sam doesn’t need to know anything about it.”

			I was only planning to go to my parents’ house for a couple of days, so getting back early wasn’t a problem. Running the restaurant for a week was a scary proposition. For five-hundred-dollars, I’d face the fear.

			As soon as my shift was over, I raced up to campus and found Meghan in the student union.

			“You are not going to believe this! Chet is taking Dolores to Florida. He’s giving me a five-hundred-dollar bonus to run the grill for the last week of break. It shouldn’t be too difficult, there won’t be anyone in town.”

			Meghan looked at me and smiled. “Oh, Randy, you’re going to be plenty busy. There’s a basketball tournament that week, and I’m going to send everyone down to Chet’s to eat.”

		

	
		
			Top of the Fourth Inning

			It was good to be with the family for Christmas. However, it did not take long to remember why I stayed at school all summer. Being a God-fearing Christian, my mother was determined to prevent another grandchild born out of wedlock. Ricky and Vicky were not yet married, so they were not allowed to sleep together. When they moved into our house, Vicky decided she and Ricky Jr. would take over my room.

			I never understood why I had to give my room to Ricky’s girlfriend. If anyone should have slept on the sofa, it was Ricky. My parents had been through enough, so I didn’t argue the point. Honestly, my parents were afraid of Vicky. Whenever she didn’t get her way there were veiled threats about needing more child support. Worse than that was the fear she’d leave and take their grandson with her. Whatever Vicky wanted, Vicky got. It just fueled my determination to get away.

			It was fun watching an excited three-year-old opening presents on Christmas morning, but once the presents were unwrapped, I was ready to go. I packed up and headed back to Central Valley the next day. Looking to pick up some hours, I stopped by Chet’s to see if he needed me to work. I actually missed the place and my regular customers the few days I was gone.

			Chet was surprised to see me. “I thought you were going home for Christmas.”

			“I am home.”

			I surprised myself as much as Chet with that reply. The words just rolled off my tongue. It was a sudden realization that Central Valley finally felt like home.

			Chet threw an apron at me, handed over the spatula, and walked back into the kitchen. He left me to finish the half dozen orders he had been preparing. I was finally beginning to feel comfortable standing in front of Chet’s mistress. Customers often complimented me on my cooking. Being good at something was a novel experience for me.

			There was still plenty of room for improvement in the two weeks before Chet left for Florida. It was easy to cook one meal at a time. Juggling six orders at once required a lot more concentration. I had to cook with my back to the customers. Remembering to turn around and see if someone was waiting to order was essential. Chet never forgot an order no matter how many customers were in the restaurant. I had not yet developed that skill. If I was going to get anything right, I had to write everything down.

			My headaches had eased up considerably. Not having to study or concentrate on the blackboard seemed to help. Unfortunately, my GPA reflected how poorly I did on my final exams. I needed to think about something other than school for a while.

			Working was actually a relief. I was at the grill every day, and Chet was leaving me alone for longer periods of time. He didn’t seem nervous about leaving me in charge. I wished I didn’t feel nervous about him leaving for Florida. Soon enough I found myself listening to Chet’s last-minute instructions.

			“I ordered everything you should need for the week. If you run low on anything, you have to call the supply house a day ahead of time. There’s enough chili made to last you two weeks. You won’t run out, but if you do, just take it off the menu.”

			I could hear Dolores honking the car horn and yelling they would miss their flight. Chet was having a hard time leaving as he finally realized that his livelihood was in my hands.

			“Get out of here and enjoy your vacation. If you stall much longer, Dolores will give your airline ticket to some other guy,” I said.

			It occurred to me, after Chet had gone, that I should have told him about the basketball tournament. I didn’t say anything because I was afraid it might make him cancel his trip. I also didn’t want him stocking up on inventory in case no one came down from campus.

			The tournament began Sunday night, but I didn’t expect much business until Monday. My biggest concern was my help. At any given time, Chet employed three or four part-time workers to bus tables and wash dishes.

			Everyone had their own reasons for working. Most were students looking to pick up some spending money. A couple of hours a week were all they were looking to work. It was a matter of life and death for me. I needed at least forty hours a week to survive. Chet always gave me the schedule first, to let me pick the hours I wanted. He knew that come hell or high water I would show up. The other employees picked what remained after I had finished with the schedule.

			Now that I was working at the grill, it was a scramble getting the schedule filled out. Two of the part-timers would split most of the bussing workload for the week I was running the restaurant. I couldn’t get by without them.

			Timmy was eighteen and a high school dropout. I often worked with him when our shifts overlapped. He was a stoner and usually came in smelling like he had just smoked a joint. I told him I’d give him an extra twenty dollars if he didn’t get high all week. It’s amazing the loyalty twenty dollars can buy. He probably figured he’d get twice as high the next week.

			Scott was another local who was also a Central Valley business student. He was a good worker but was often late for work. I told him he could take his pick of any of my textbooks if he showed up on time all week.

			With my workforce properly motivated, I was ready to do battle. I was in at six on Sunday morning to do all the prep work. Chet had ordered uniforms for me before he left for Florida, and this was my first opportunity to wear one. He even had my name embroidered on the shirts. It sounds weird, but it made me feel more like a real cook.

			A fierce headache was impeding my progress that morning. I didn’t know if it was caused by the tension of being on my own or a leftover from the concussion. It made me question whether I was going to make it through the day.

			There was a line at the door when I opened at seven. The early customers were always townies. I assumed the locals came in early, so they didn’t have to eat with the college kids who usually arrived midmorning.

			It would be a long day even if Meghan didn’t send anyone down from the tournament. Our posted hours on Sunday were seven a.m. to six p.m. I had to be in an hour before we opened and had an hour of cleaning and set-up after the last customer left. I was looking at a thirteen-hour day, and Sunday was the short day. We were open seven to seven the rest of the week.

			The inaugural basketball tournament was to be a big moneymaker for the athletic department. It would last from the Sunday night tipoff to the Saturday afternoon championship. The school recruited members of fraternities and sororities to work as ushers and ticket takers and for cleanup. They could earn money for their group depending on how many volunteers they provided. The school counted on plenty of students being back early from Christmas break.

			Meghan would be cheering whenever the Central Valley Titans were playing and had to do some volunteer hours when they were idle. That Sunday I was surprised to see her, and her dad, walk into the restaurant at noon.

			Mr. Mallory took one look at me and laughed out loud. He asked, “Randal, is that another scar on your face? What on earth have you done to . . . ”

			A suddenly seething Meghan interrupted his laughter. In a voice dripping with contempt, she scolded, “Daddy, don’t you dare say another word!”

			His facial expression made it obvious that Nick Mallory was unaccustomed to being addressed in that tone of voice. I doubt if anyone, other than Mrs. Mallory, ever dared speak to him in that manner. Out of stunned disbelief or love for his daughter, he didn’t finish his question.

			It was difficult to blame her dad for the comment. The scar was still red and raw. It was obviously more noticeable than I had hoped. I was expecting him to say something, but I wasn’t expecting him to find it so hilarious. I suppose it was just one more flaw in my badly flawed character.

			A solitary tear seemed suspended from Meghan’s embarrassed cheek. She brushed the tear aside and managed a sad smile. I acted as if the terse exchange had not taken place. Never show that it hurts!

			Returning her smile, I inquired, “What can I get for you, ma’am?”

			She was relieved that I seemed unaffected by her dad’s rudeness. As if she was looking for a favor, she asked, “Is it too late for breakfast?”

			“Breakfast is served anytime at Chet’s Grill. Even if it wasn’t, I would make an exception for my favorite customer,” was my happy reply.

			“I’m really hungry,” she said.

			“A Valley Omelet for the lady,” I responded. “What can I get for you, sir?”

			“I was thinking of lunch. If it’s not too difficult for you, could I have a turkey club sandwich?” He said it as if he thought it was beyond my capability.

			“White, wheat, or rye?”

			“Wheat toast would be fine,” he answered. Mr. Mallory then asked, “Randal, where are all the other employees? I don’t see anyone to help.”

			“The busboy is in the kitchen,” I replied.

			“Yes, but where is the owner? Surely he doesn’t leave you here on your own.”

			“Chet’s in Florida for the week.”

			“Who runs his business when he’s gone?”

			My polite smile answered his question.

			“You’re running this restaurant for an entire week?” He laughed at the absurdity of the idea.

			“It’s either that or divorce court for Chet,” I told him and turned away to the grill.

			Meghan explained what was going on while I was putting their orders together. I handed them their plates on a tray, and they took a seat in one of the booths. It appeared that Mr. Mallory was still upset by Meghan’s outburst. There was an icy silence while they ate their meals. I contemplated trying to get a conversation started but was suddenly swamped with lunch orders.

			When they finished, Meghan came over to ask what they owed.

			“Don’t tell Chet, but it’s on the house,” I whispered.

			Meghan gently traced her finger over the name on my new work shirt and then the scar her dad had noticed. She whispered, “Did I ever tell you I love a man in uniform?”

			With a serious look, I answered, “I hope it’s me.”

			She smiled and winked before saying, “I’ll see you after the game.”

			A smile and a wink was almost unfair. While I struggled to recover, I realized my headache had vanished. Mr. Mallory thanked me and said he enjoyed his sandwich. He had me really confused. It was the first time he ever spoke to me in a civil voice, but he looked really angry.

			At six o’clock I closed the doors on my first full day running the grill. It was busy, but I felt like I had handled the challenge. Timmy and I set about cleaning up and prepping for Monday. We were finished by seven, and I walked up to the tournament.

			Central Valley was playing, and Meghan was cheering. I didn’t care much for basketball, but I did enjoy watching Meghan cheer. She looked just as good on a basketball court as she did on the sidelines of a football field. She cheered just as earnestly.

			The alarm clock rang way too early the next morning. I was in at six and had the grill ready for seven. I no sooner unlocked the door when Meghan entered with a mob of sorority sisters and friends.

			Meghan laughed, “Sorry, Randy, the school cafeteria is closed, and you have the closest food to campus.”

			Meghan disappeared into the kitchen while I started writing down customers’ orders. I had never faced such a huge rush and was in way over my head. Meghan returned from the kitchen wearing an apron.

			“You cook and I’ll take the orders,” she said.

			She was a huge help waiting on customers and pouring drinks. I had the first batch of plates ready to be served when she smiled and handed me another page of orders.

			I pleaded with her, “If you want me to get anything done, smile at the customers and not me.”

			The early rush faded, and I dealt with a steady flow of customers throughout the morning. Another swarm descended on the grill at lunch. It was a busload of fans from one of the schools in the tournament.

			One of them said, “A cheerleader told us you serve the best food in town.”

			By five my hands were cramping, and my back was killing me. Cooking for hours on end is not easy. I didn’t know how Chet could do this seven days a week.

			Meghan stopped by while we were cleaning up and then came back to my apartment.

			“Take a rest and let me cook something for you,” she said.

			I had been surrounded by food all day and hardly had time to eat. The only food in my apartment was a can of chicken noodle soup and the makings of a grilled cheese sandwich. I collapsed on the sofa and watched her at the stove.

			After my dinner was eaten, Meghan had me sit on the floor so she could rub my neck and shoulders. I knew she was going to make a great nurse. There was healing magic in her hands. The aches and pains of a long workday melted under her fingertips.

			“This would be nice to come home to every night,” I said.

			I caught myself as I said it. We hadn’t talked about life after graduation. My massage stopped abruptly, and I was afraid to turn around. When I worked up the courage to look, I saw fear in her eyes.

			She took up the theme, “This semester is going to be over before we know it. Then what happens?”

			“Hopefully, we get jobs,” was all I could say.

			Getting a job would not be difficult for Meghan. Every hospital in the region was looking for nurses, and she was sifting through multiple job offers. I, on the other hand, had only one interview. That was with a company looking for auditors to work out of their Omaha, Nebraska office. If I got the job, I would have to complete a five-year tour in the Midwest before I would be able to put in for a transfer back East.

			Exhaustion got the better of me, and I drifted off to sleep. I woke at three o’clock, and Meghan and I were still on the sofa. She was awake and watching me.

			“Look at the time!” I said in a panic. “Why didn’t you wake me to take you home?”

			“I didn’t have the heart. You were sleeping so soundly.”

			“Have you been awake the whole time?”

			“I dozed off for a bit, but I was worried about you getting up for work.”

			“Too bad you didn’t have any homework to do.”

			We both laughed, remembering the night I sat up watching over her.

			“Do you want me to take you home?” I asked.

			She walked over to my closet and said, “No, I’ll just wear your sweat suit and sleep here. You can take me home on your way to work.”

			“Um . . . yeah, about the sweat suit . . . .”

			The next three days were as crazy as Monday. Some of the teams had been eliminated by Friday, so the crowds thinned out a little. We had gone through so much food that I had to place a large order from the supply house to replenish our stock. The two-week supply of chili was gone by Thursday. To the chagrin of many regular customers, I had to scratch it from the menu.

			Meghan’s question was never far from my mind. What would happen after graduation? Would we say goodbye and go our separate ways? She seemed to be waiting for me to get a job before deciding on one of her offers. It was difficult to think too far into the future until I knew where I’d be working.

			Chet was back Sunday morning, and he opened up. I had the morning off and came in around noon. He immediately took me back into the kitchen. Chet grabbed the receipts from the supply house and shook them in front of my face.

			“Was it necessary to empty out their warehouse?” he asked.

			“It was busy, did you look at the bank deposits?” I replied. I had deposited a small fortune while he was sitting on the beach. His little restaurant was a gold mine.

			“No, where are they?”

			“They’re in the top desk drawer, where you told me to put them.”

			He took a quick look at the deposit slips and launched into a tirade so profane it would have made a sailor blush. I was stunned at his reaction, and my knees shook as I wondered what I had done.

			“Chet, what’s wrong? I asked.

			He thundered, “I sat on that damn beach, sweating blood, worrying what was going on back here. If I had known you were doing this much business, I would’ve stayed another week and enjoyed myself.”

			Relieved that he wasn’t angry, I asked, “Why didn’t you call? I would have told you how things were going.”

			“Dolores had the phone taken out of the room,” was his angry reply.

			Chet was incredulous. “Did you feed an army?”

			“There was a basketball tournament on campus. Meghan sent people down here by the busload. She even helped me out behind the counter.”

			His tone immediately softened. A suddenly grateful Chet said, “Please tell Miss Mallory she’ll never pay for another meal here as long as she lives.”

			“Can I ask you a question, Chet? How do you work so many hours? I don’t think I could do this job seven days a week.”

			“Randy, I can’t keep up this pace. I’ve hired any number of cooks over the years. The good ones take what I teach them and open their own restaurants. The bad ones rob me blind until I fire them.”

			He took a minute to look over all the paperwork from my week at the helm.

			“Three years ago, I decided to run the place by myself for as long as I could. Either I’ll put together enough money to retire or I’ll build the business up so someone will want to buy me out.”

			Looking to make sure my busboy career was over, I made Chet an offer, “I think I have opening and closing down pretty well, and I don’t have morning classes this semester. If you want to sleep in, I’ll open up and work until I have to go to class. Maybe I could close up a night or two if you want to go home and have dinner with Dolores.”

			Chet’s eyes got big. “You have a deal,” he said.

		

	
		
			Bottom of the Fourth Inning

			When Friday rolled around, I eagerly anticipated my paycheck. In seven days, I had worked about ninety hours. They were split over two pay periods, but that just meant I had two good Fridays. Chet handed me an envelope that contained my paycheck plus my bonus of five crisp hundred-dollar bills. Combined, my pay was over a thousand dollars, as I recall. I had earned every penny.

			Meghan and I were in the library Friday afternoon making plans for the weekend.

			“How would you like to go out to dinner tomorrow night?” I asked her.

			“We don’t have to do that,” she said. “Why don’t we just go to a movie?”

			“A movie just isn’t enough. I need to thank you properly for all your help.”

			“Where do you want to go? No offense, but I’m tired of eating at Chet’s.”

			“How about having dinner at the Valley House?”

			“The Valley House is the swankiest place in town!”

			“Let’s be honest, Meghan, it’s the only swanky place in town.”

			“Let’s do it!”

			I left the library and rushed down to Williams Flowers. Mary Williams remembered me and said, “You’re Meghan’s friend!”

			“Yes, ma’am, you have a good memory,” I replied. “I need to order a dozen long-stemmed red roses for tomorrow.”

			“Would these happen to be for Meghan?”

			“Please don’t spoil the surprise, but, yes, they are for Meghan.”

			A huge smile appeared on her face. “It sounds like you two are a little more than just friends.”

			All I could do was smile back at her.

			Chet let me off work early on Saturday. We had reservations for dinner at eight, and I wanted to pick Meghan up by seven-thirty. I stopped by Williams Flowers on my way home and picked up the box of roses.

			A large envelope from the American Agricultural Company was protruding from my mailbox when I reached my apartment. My one and only job interview was with that company. I had left the interview feeling good about it. The recruiter had worked his way through college waiting tables. We bonded during the interview, telling each other restaurant war stories.

			But Omaha was a long way from the Valley, and I wasn’t sure I wanted the job. If they made me an offer, I’d have to think about it. After the disastrous finals week of the last semester, my options were somewhat limited. I ripped open the envelope but wasn’t sure what I wanted the enclosed letter to say.

			Meghan was waiting when I picked her up at the sorority house. I walked in, handed her the box, and turned as red as the roses. Her entire sorority came into the room to check us out before our date. A few even had cameras, and flash bulbs started popping.

			She held the roses up for all to see. “Oh, Randy, they’re beautiful!” Meghan gushed.

			There were plenty of oohs and aahs from the gathering of Delta Theta sisters as they admired the flowers.

			“Not quite as beautiful as you, but they were the best Central Valley had to offer,” I replied. She was embarrassed and raised her arm as if she was about to smack me on the shoulder. Instead, she slowly took hold of my forearm and thanked me for the compliment.

			Meghan took note of my freshly pressed suit and neatly knotted tie.

			“No one gets through twelve years of Catholic school without learning how to tie a tie,” I told her.

			“Does Randy have a twin brother you could share with us?” one of the girls asked.

			Meghan laughed and said, “Yes, he does actually have a twin.”

			I told them, “He’s kind of spoken for already.”

			The Valley House sits in the heart of Main Street. We arrived at eight and were seated after a short wait. You could tell Meghan was accustomed to the finer things. She breezed through the menu even though half of it was in French. As for me, I had difficulty determining fish from fowl. My two years of high school Spanish did little to help me decipher the menu. It didn’t really matter because I knew what I wanted: I was going to order a steak, and not the kind that was shoveled into a roll.

			“You sure you want to do this?” Meghan asked. “This place is a little pricey.”

			“Please order whatever you like. I owe you so much more than dinner.”

			Meghan selected an entrée I couldn’t pronounce. She even knew which wine to order. Fortunately, filet mignon, medium rare, was easy enough to for me to say. I wasn’t worried about a wine list. A beer with my steak would do just fine. To fit the occasion, I ordered an import.

			We dined by candlelight for a very romantic hour. I’m certain the conversation was pleasant, yet I can’t recall a word that was spoken. My meal was absolutely the best I had eaten since leaving my parents’ house, but I can’t remember tasting a single morsel.

			Gazing at her through the flickering candlelight put me into a trance. Meghan looked so incredibly happy that nothing else registered in my memory. The only thing I know for sure was that I ruined everything. It was high school all over again. Open my mouth and out comes stupid.

			The waiter had just brought dessert to the table when I said, “I finally have a job offer.”

			Meghan looked excited, at first, but quickly turned serious.

			“Not in Omaha!”

			“Well, yeah, that’s been my only interview,” I replied. Trying to draw a laugh, I said, “I’m batting a thousand.”

			It didn’t work. She became angry. “Is that what tonight is all about? Is this how you tell me goodbye?”

			I was on the defensive. “No, I didn’t know about the offer until this afternoon. I have two weeks to let them know.”

			Not another word was spoken through the rest of dessert. It was soul crushing to know I had upset her.

			Meghan only finished half of her dessert before pushing the plate away. “Let’s get a drink,” she said.

			Thankful to hear her speaking again, I eagerly replied, “The bar here is supposed to be first class. Why don’t we try it out?”

			“Not here, let’s go to Donny’s,” she insisted.

			It was a great idea; she was always happy at Donny’s. We strolled into the townie bar dressed for the nicest place in town. I thought Hank was going to have a stroke. He tripped as he rushed out, from behind the bar, to wipe off our seats.

			“The first round is on me,” he said. “You’re the best-dressed customers I’ve ever served.”

			Meghan’s mood had improved. “So, Randy, what are you going to do with your newfound wealth?” she asked.

			Without hesitation I answered, “The first thing I have to do is put new tires on my car. There aren’t ten miles left on the old ones. After that, I guess I should buy another suit. I’ll need to wear a suit and tie wherever I end up working.”

			Jokingly, I added, “Maybe I’ll get my nose fixed.”

			That night I had seen Meghan serious, and I had seen her angry, I was about to see furious.

			“Don’t . . . you . . . dare!” she stammered. “I love your face just the way it is. You get that nose fixed and I’ll break it again!”

			Her reaction shocked me, but I couldn’t help laughing. Realizing I wasn’t serious, Meghan calmed down and laughed along with me. She strolled over to the jukebox and filled the bar with the sound of Chicago’s “Colour My World.” It was the last song played at her formal.

			Meghan walked halfway back to me and held out her arms. She held on tightly while we danced and said, “Please don’t go to Omaha.”

			I didn’t think I wanted the job. Her asking me not to go was reason enough to turn it down.

			“Meghan, you should know that you mean more to me than a job,” I answered. But that answer did not satisfy her. She gently ran her finger over the scar on my nose and said, “Promise me you won’t go.”

			I pulled away and looked unflinchingly into her eyes. “A gentleman could never refuse a request from a lady,” I replied.

			She smiled and put her head back on my shoulder. The song ended, but she wouldn’t let go and kept dancing. When the same song started playing again, she said, “Three songs for a quarter.”

			Two weeks after Chet returned from Florida, I was working a wintry Saturday morning. It was a blustery day, and I was happy to be working in front of the hot grill. It was so ridiculously cold outside that the front window frosted over, making it impossible to see the snow falling onto Main Street. Cold air flooded the restaurant when Dolores came in through the kitchen door.

			“Your car is blocking the dumpster. Give me your car keys and I’ll move it for you,” she said.

			It was more of a demand than a request.

			“Dolores, they don’t empty the dumpster on Saturday,” I said. For some reason I felt as though I had to defend my parking spot.

			Dolores stared at me with her hand held out. She could be just as intimidating as Chet. I handed her my keys and returned to the grill. My first break came after lunch, and I stepped out back for some air. The Pinto was nowhere to be found. I couldn’t imagine where she had gone with it. Several inches of snow had already fallen that morning, and more was on the way. It was embarrassing to think she would drive my rolling wreck in the bad weather.

			She walked back in an hour later and said, “Sorry, I forgot I had your keys.”

			When I was finished for the day, I found she had parked in the same spot by the dumpster. I was so eager to get on with my Saturday night, I didn’t even wonder why. I scraped the snow from my windshield and noticed a note on the dash board.

			Dear Randy,

			We need to keep you in one piece because you’re worth your weight in gold. Thanks for a great vacation.

			Dolores

			Attached to the card was a receipt from Miller’s Tire Service for a set of A78-13 Deluxe Champion tires. There were the new tires I had been wishing for and worrying about for over a year. They looked good, and the car looked great with new shoes. As excited as I was about the tires, I couldn’t get over the note.

			I read and reread the words you’re worth your weight in gold. I never thought of myself in those terms. I never imagined anyone else would.

			The semester flew by as rapidly as Meghan had predicted. We were less than two weeks from graduation, and I still didn’t have a job. I was closing up the restaurant on a Wednesday night. Meghan had come in while I was cleaning and was studying in one of the booths. We were going to go to the library when I was finished because finals were about to begin.

			With my work completed, I sat down next to her and watched her pack up her books. We were both surprised when Chet and Dolores walked through the front door. They sat down in the booth with us and began a pitch that, I’m certain, must have been rehearsed.

			Dolores started it off. “Look at you two. It’s so close to graduation that I can almost see you wearing your caps and gowns.”

			We both smiled.

			Chet picked up the conversation. “It is never going to be the same around here after you two graduate. Meghan, this old place never looks better than when you’re in it. Randy, you gave me my life back, if only for a couple of months.”

			Dolores added, “If you weren’t here to run things, I never would have seen Florida.”

			“I appreciate the opportunity. There’s no way I could have made it through college without this job,” I said.

			Dolores turned to Meghan and asked, “Have you decided which job offer you’re going to take?”

			“Not yet,” she replied, “I’m still thinking it over.”

			“I’m sure you’re happy Randy isn’t going to Omaha.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” she politely replied.

			Dolores turned to me and asked, “Any luck in your job search?”

			It was so thoughtful of Dolores to remind me that my girlfriend had job offers and I didn’t. I bit my tongue and politely replied, “Not yet. I’ve sent out a lot of resumes. It’ll just take some time.”

			That was Chet’s cue. “Where are the other business students finding work?”

			“Philadelphia and New York,” I replied.

			“Oh, sure, big cities, that’s where you go to get a job,” he said.

			Now it was Dolores’s turn. “Costs a lot of money to live in a big city. What kind of salaries are they getting?”

			“The average is around twelve thousand a year,” I replied.

			Chet and Dolores both grimaced.

			Dolores said, “Living in a big city will eat up every dollar of that salary. They won’t be able to save a dime.”

			Chet looked at Dolores and said, “It doesn’t cost much money to live in a small town like Central Valley. A young man making twelve grand in the Valley would live like a king. He could get a nice apartment and a new car, but I guess there aren’t many jobs in the Valley that would pay that much.”

			Now it was back to Dolores. “Chet, your salary is many times that amount.”

			“Sure, but Randy knows that already. He’s seen the money this restaurant makes.”

			Chet leaned back in the booth and said, “There’s a lot more money to be made if I could stay open longer. I can’t keep up with my current workload. There’s no way I could work more.”

			Dolores hit her line on cue. “If only you could find a hardworking, trustworthy young man. Someone who knows your business and could help you cover those extra hours.”

			Chet said, “When I find that person, I’ll be able to keep the restaurant open longer and work fewer hours.”

			Dolores appeared as though she was stunned. “You mean you’ll work less and make more?” she asked.

			She paused to let that thought resonate. I suddenly had an idea where the conversation might be heading.

			Dolores managed to sound genuinely curious when she asked, “If you could find the right person, what would you pay him?”

			Chet knew his script. “Someone who could help me keep the restaurant open more hours a day would easily be worth twelve thousand. Someone I could trust for a week or two, while we were in Florida, would be worth a lot more. If that person knew something about accounting, so I didn’t have to pay a bookkeeper, he’d be worth eighteen thousand a year.”

			Dolores swooned almost convincingly. “A young man making that much money, in the Valley, could get a nice apartment, a new car, and still be able to save lots of money.”

			Chet agreed. “He might start saving to buy a house.”

			“Now, Chet, he could save for any darn thing he wanted,” Dolores argued. She looked directly at Meghan and said, “He might want to save for an engagement ring. I’m just saying, anything he wanted.”

			Meghan looked over at me and blushed but could not keep from smiling.

			Chet made sure there was no doubt who they were talking about when he said, “I could also provide that young man with health insurance, just in case he ever needed to get his face sewn up again.”

			Still looking at Meghan, Dolores got in another shot. “Oh, Chet, health insurance covers more than just stitches. Just say his wife was going to have a baby. That would be covered as well.”

			I smiled at Meghan, and she smiled back at me.

			“Chet, if you’re offering, I’m accepting,” I said.

			We shook hands, and my job search was over, but Dolores wasn’t through.

			“Meghan, I thought I saw somewhere that Valley Hospital was looking for nurses. Have you heard anything about that?”

			Meghan was giddy. “Yes! Yes, they are!”

			Dolores looked at Chet and said, “We better let these two get to the library. They have to study for their exams. We wouldn’t want them to miss graduation.”

			I felt a palpable sense of relief. It was not the kind of job I expected to have after graduation, but it was too good to turn down. I walked into the kitchen to grab my books and then met Meghan at the front door. It didn’t feel like my feet ever touched the ground. We climbed the hill heading for the library. Meghan was still beaming and wrapped her arm around mine as we walked.

			“I know which job I’m taking,” she said.

		

	
		
			Top of the Fifth Inning

			Graduation day finally arrived and, against all odds, one of the diplomas had my name on it. It was a brilliantly sunny Saturday in May, and the temperature was rising with the sun. Unfortunately, my parents were not able to attend. As fate would have it, my brother’s graduation was the same day. They had to take Vicky and Ricky Jr. to see him receive his diploma. They felt bad about it and promised to make amends.

			Of course, Meghan’s parents were there and, incredibly, so were Chet and Dolores. Chet actually closed the restaurant for a couple of hours to watch the ceremony. We sat in the sweltering football stadium wearing black caps and gowns. Sweat erupted from every pore of my body while I listened to speech after speech I didn’t care to hear. Finally, the Dean handed me my diploma, and my name was announced. Four years of blood, sweat, and tears seemed worthwhile as my name echoed around the stadium.

			After the ceremony, Meghan’s mom, Cindy, had us pose for pictures. Chet pulled me aside and handed me an envelope that contained a check for two weeks’ pay.

			“Maybe it’s a vacation check, and maybe it’s a graduation gift. Either way you deserve a little time off after all the hours you worked the last two years,” he said. “I’m going to close the Grill for Memorial Day; you can start the day after.”

			I’d never had a paid day off in my life. Two whole weeks was difficult to grasp. It was almost as unimaginable as Chet closing the restaurant for a day.

			Meghan’s parents treated us to dinner at the Valley House. I was happy they made an early reservation. There is a tradition at Central Valley called the Valley Farewell. Graduates make the rounds at the bars near campus and have a farewell drink at each. An early dinner would leave us plenty of time to hit all four bars.

			Dinner with her parents was surprisingly relaxed. My ego was still bruised from previous encounters with Meghan’s dad, but he actually seemed pleased that I agreed to join them. He even invited me to spend the Memorial Day weekend at their house. My paranoia made me wonder what he was plotting.

			Her parents asked a lot of questions about my family. I told them my dad, Robert, worked as a claims examiner for an insurance company. My mom, Beverly, began working part time at a department store after my brother and I started high school. They were interested in hearing all about Ricky’s baseball career.

			Much of the conversation centered on the next two weeks. Meghan needed to find an apartment. She was going to stay in town until Memorial Day weekend and look for a place to live. Meghan volunteered me to drive her around, since she didn’t have a car. We planned to go car shopping after she found an apartment.

			After dinner, her parents left for Williamsport, and we commenced the bar run. There are four bars near campus that are popular with college students. Will’s is the closest, biggest, and most popular. A few blocks farther down Main Street is the Back Door Tap Room. Many people are curious about the name. All the alleys on the east side of Main Street slope down to the municipal parking area. The buildings on that side of Main Street have a lower level with a rear entrance. It got its name because the bar’s only entrance is on the lower level. The place is a dump but popular because it’s the cheapest place in town.

			Maggy May’s has a dance floor and live music. College girls like it because they can dance. Wherever college girls go, college boys are not far behind. Finally, the Pepper Mill serves food, so it’s a good place to start or end your night. Most people like to have something in their stomach before they drink. Others want something afterward, to soak up the alcohol, and no other restaurant stays open as late.

			We decided to start out at the Back Door Tap. The later it got, the scarier that place became. Besides college kids, it also attracted bikers and hard-core drunks. After one drink there, we were off to Will’s. It was crowded, and it was loud.

			For my last two years of college it seemed like all I did was work and go to class. Somehow, along the way, I managed to make a lot of friends. Every time I turned around, I was saying goodbye to someone. There were hugs, handshakes, and promises to keep in touch.

			From Will’s we walked four blocks to Maggy May’s. I made sure to dance with Meghan every time they played a song that she liked. I wasn’t going to take a chance leaving her alone on the dance floor.

			The Pepper Mill is a couple of blocks off Main Street. It’s a little out of the way and there weren’t many people around, so we had one drink and, done with the Valley Farewell, started for Donny’s. It had been a long day between graduation, dinner with her parents, and bar hopping. We had an eight-block walk to Donny’s, and we were running out of steam. We only made it as far as the civil war monument on Main Street. The benches at the base of the statue gave us a reason to rest.

			Winters in Central Valley are long and cold. Graduation night felt like the middle of summer. It was the kind of evening I dreamt about while shivering in my drafty apartment. The sky was clear, and the stars were easy to see, even with the bright streetlights. Main Street was quiet, except for an owl hooting from the clock tower.

			“Do you remember the last time we sat here?” I asked.

			The look on her face answered my question.

			“I don’t remember being here.”

			“I think there’s only one night you don’t remember in all the time we’ve gone out.”

			“That would have to be the night I passed out on you. What were we doing here?”

			I had to think a bit to answer her question. “How can I put this politely? You spent forty-five minutes venting about . . . well, let’s say what evil witches your sorority sisters had become.”

			“Forty-five minutes! Were your ears bleeding?”

			“Honestly, I wasn’t listening to your every word,” I admitted. “I had seen your sisters in action that night and figured you were entitled to rant. I was trying to memorize the names up on the monument. I think I could still recite all seventeen of them.”

			Meghan looked up, probably to check if there really were names on the monument. She was quiet for a time as a few cars and pedestrians passed by. During the lull it occurred to me that I never knew where that night had begun for her. She came into Will’s early and clearly had been drinking somewhere else.

			“How much did you have to drink before you showed up at Will’s that night?” I asked.

			With an embarrassed look, she said, “I was pretty bad by the time I got there.”

			“Pretty bad is something of an understatement.”

			“It was all Helen’s fault. I talked the girls into skipping the frat parties and going to the bar with me. Since we’d be paying for drinks, Helen insisted we do vodka shots before going out.”

			Surprised at the revelation, I said, “Vodka shots seem pretty hard core for you.”

			“Any shots are hard core for me,” she replied. “I’m not that big of a drinker. A couple of beers or a glass of wine is more my speed. At that point, I was ready to try anything. I was so hyper over everything that had gone on with Eric.”

			I felt bad that I made her recall such a difficult time in her life. “It must have been tough breaking up with a guy you had gone out with for so long,” I said.

			“The last two years together were tough, breaking up with him was easy. He was drinking all the time and playing terribly. I don’t know if the alcohol was hurting his game or he drank because he wasn’t playing well. Either way, he took all his frustration out on me.”

			She giggled and then said, “I have a confession to make. It was no accident I ran into you at Will’s. I asked Tom Martin where you would be on a Saturday night. I was hoping to meet up with you.”

			Stunned, I asked, “Why would you go out looking for me?”

			She smiled and gently ran her finger over the scar on my nose.

			“Why wouldn’t I? You’re so easy to talk to, and you’re not hard to look at. If that’s not enough, you know just how to flatter a girl. The day you called me a knockout, I almost kissed you. Everything Eric called me began with stupid, needy, or ugly and ended with bitch.”

			I heard what she said but was still stuck on her previous statement. “How could you think I wasn’t hard to look at? My face was a train wreck after we met.”

			She laughed and said, “Oh, Randy, don’t be so dramatic! You had a couple of stitches and a black eye. That was easy enough to see through. In fact, I see a whole lot in you that you probably don’t see in yourself.”

			It’s not like I was disfigured. The doctor did a great job closing up the lacerations, and the scars were neat. But thirty-seven stitches were more than “a couple.” I’m glad the sutures and shiner didn’t bother Meghan as much as they bothered me.

			I was still questioning why Meghan Mallory would have been hoping to meet up with me. Meghan had a question of her own. “Randy, there isn’t much I remember about that night. I do remember being in your apartment and kissing you. I’m pretty sure it was more than a friendly kiss on the cheek.”

			“You used both lips.”

			“It’s not just the kiss! In a drunken stupor I had practically stripped in front of you. Were you tempted to take advantage of the situation?”

			“Tempted? I’m afraid I’d have to plead guilty to tempted.”

			“Other than the fact that you’re a gentleman, what stopped you?”

			“Are you sure you want to know?”

			“Randy, I have to know!”

			“There are really two answers to your question. The first is simple and the second is a longer story.”

			“I need to hear them both. I’ll sit here all night if necessary.”

			A hundred memories came flooding back from my high school days. None of them were good memories. I wasn’t sure how to fit them all into one coherent story. I wasn’t even sure I wanted to try.

			“The simple answer is I liked you too much. I could never take advantage of a friend. To understand the second answer, you had to know me in high school. My brother and I are identical twins. Well, not anymore but we were in high school. Girls lined up to go out with him while they ignored me. The only real difference I could see between us is that he was a star athlete. I came to the conclusion that was all girls wanted.”

			“Gorgeous girls occasionally struck up conversations with me thinking I was Ricky. They’d hint around at the fun we would have if we were to go on a date. One girl came right out and told me to bring a bunch of condoms.”

			“A bunch?” Meghan choked as she said it.

			Embarrassed, I replied, “Yeah, I guess her expectations were pretty high.”

			Meghan asked, “What did you say to her?”

			“I always played along until they figured out which one of the Duffy boys they were propositioning. The condom girl never did catch on. Eventually, I asked her if she wanted to make it a double date with Ricky and his girlfriend.”

			“No, you didn’t! What did she do?” Meghan asked.

			“Like all the others, a look of horror came over her face when she realized she wasn’t talking to Ricky. It should have made me angry, but I always laughed it off. It was hilarious listening to them stutter and stammer while they tried to back away from their offer.”

			I paused to figure out how to finish my story.

			“That night in my apartment, I knew the alcohol was putting words in your mouth. I just wasn’t sure you knew you were talking to me. I didn’t want to see that look of horror on your face when you realized your mistake. I never imagined a girl like you would be interested in someone like me.”

			“What the hell do you mean a girl like me?” she asked. I was caught off-guard by her sudden change in attitude.

			“You’re the gorgeous girl who had been dating the star athlete. You’re on everybody’s A-list. I’ll bet you were both homecoming and prom queen in high school.”

			“How’d you know that?”

			“Just a lucky guess.”

			“Eric was always voted the king of everything; people felt obligated to elect me as the queen.”

			I shook my head. “What I mean is, girls who have everything going for them were always interested in my brother and not me.”

			That set Meghan off. “At least you have a brother. I’m an only child. My parents’ house is in the middle of nowhere, and my nearest friend lived miles away. As a child, I was so lonely I’d wander out into the garden and play with the scarecrow.”

			She was only getting warmed up.

			“Eric wasn’t a star athlete when we met. He didn’t start playing football until I became a cheerleader. He tried out for the team so he could keep an eye on me. Once he got to college and joined that frat, his ego raged out of control. He’d hit on other girls while he was holding my hand. God forbid, if I said hello to another guy, he’d fly into a rage.”

			She continued without taking a breath, “Believe me when I tell you that I never asked to be queen of anything. When people put you on a pedestal, other people want to knock you off. After the prom, someone started a rumor that I got pregnant and had an abortion. How do you prove you didn’t have an abortion? The fact that you’re not pregnant is all some people need to believe the story. I was treated like a pariah the rest of my senior year. I was terrified my parents would get wind of it, and I never even had sex with Eric.”

			Turning away and lowering her head, she said in a hushed voice, “At least not while I was conscious and that wasn’t in high school.”

			“ . . . and being on everyone’s A-list doesn’t mean a damn thing when you have friends like mine. The night I got into trouble at the Sigma house, I let my guard down. Eric handed me a drink, and I was stupid enough to take it. I should have known better, and I was passed out before I knew what hit me. It was the only time in my life I needed a friend to watch my back. All my . . . so called . . . friends left me there with that bastard. You’d think one of them would have realized I was in trouble.”

			Her eyes filled with tears, and her voice cracked. “Randy, you’re the only person I know I can trust. I swear to God, you’re my only real friend.”

			Now I felt like a heel. It never occurred to me that she had her own troubles. We probably got along so well because her life was as screwed up as mine. I put my arms around her, to console her, and could feel she was trembling.

			“Meg, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything by what I said. There was no need to dredge up all that stuff. Sometimes I forget that I’m not the only person in the world with problems.”

			I wasn’t sure this was the right time to tell her about my family issues. I was sure I wanted to change the topic of conversation. After a few minutes to let her to calm down, I decided it was now or never.

			“How would you like to meet that brother of mine? He and the rest of the Duffy clan are coming to visit us next weekend.”

			Her smile returned. “It’s about time!” she emphatically replied. “I was beginning to think I embarrassed you.”

			“My family will do all the embarrassing,” I promised. “They’re all coming up next Saturday to take us to dinner. Everyone is very excited to finally meet you.”

			“Your brother is really coming? I can’t wait to see how much you two look alike.”

			“Everyone will be here. Mom, Dad, Ricky, his fiancée Vicky and their son Ricky Junior.”

			There was a long, painful pause before she repeated, “Ricky and Vicky and their son?”

			I tried to act like there was nothing unusual about their situation. “Yeah, they’ll all be here.”

			“Your brother has a fiancée and a son?”

			I nodded in agreement.

			“Your twin brother?”

			“I only have the one brother.”

			Meghan was trying to comprehend what she had just learned. “How old is Vicky?” she asked.

			“Vicky just turned twenty-one, and my nephew is four.” Then I added, “She was sixteen when she got pregnant and seventeen when she had the baby.”

			“Did you just forget to mention this in all the time I’ve known you?” Her tone carried equal measures of sarcasm and anger.

			“Honestly, Meghan, I’ve never told anyone. It was really traumatic when it happened. I thought my brother was going to jail. Paying off her dad and the lawyers all but bankrupted my parents. The whole thing nearly killed my mother. When we started dating, I never imagined we’d get to the point where you would meet my family. I didn’t see any need to burden you with my problems.”

			Meghan looked surprised and hurt. “I know we’ve had our troubles, but you really didn’t think we’d last?”

			“Meghan . . . I always believed you were going to wake up one day and realize you could do better than me. Since that morning in my apartment, when you asked me to your dance, I’ve been waiting for it to happen.”

			She laughed and said, “The only thing wrong with you is that you always underestimate yourself. If you could only hear how my sorority sisters talk about you. All I ever hear is Randy, Randy, and Randy. I should be worried about you doing better than me.”

			“You have nothing to worry about,” I quickly replied.

			“Randy, you made one hell of a first impression. I liked you a lot from the night we met, but it was that morning in your apartment when I knew you were special. You took such good care of me when I was so vulnerable. You have no idea what that means to me.”

			Laughing, she added, “Then I found out you could cook! I’m only human, how much can a girl take?”

			“When I broke up with Eric, I thought I would ask you to my formal. By the time I finished my breakfast that morning, I had to ask you. The way you reacted, I was afraid you were going to turn me down.”

			I laughed at the suggestion. “There was never a chance of me turning you down. I just needed a minute to convince myself you actually asked. When you were quizzing me about having a girlfriend, I got the wrong idea. It seemed like you were trying to make me feel bad. I guess I needed to hear you ask a couple of times to be sure I heard you correctly.”

			Meghan looked horrified. “Why would I do that? I just needed to be sure you were unattached. If I couldn’t take you to my dance, I wasn’t going to go.”

			I knew she was waiting for me to bare my soul and tell her when I realized she was special. After making her cry, I owed her. “I never told you that I saw you cheering at a football game before we met.”

			“Really?” she asked. “I didn’t think you liked football.”

			I told her, “Just trying to fit in and experience college life. Some people I had met at orientation asked me to go to the game. You happened to be cheering right below where I was sitting. As I remember, the game was pretty bad. We were down three touchdowns at half time. You were more entertaining than the game.”

			“That was the first home game junior year,” she said.

			“That was the one.” Then I added, “In my high school, the prettiest and best cheerleaders were always at midfield, between the forty-yard lines. I couldn’t understand what you were doing at the twenty.”

			She looked embarrassed. “You really thought I was the prettiest and the best?”

			I just smiled at her. “You never let up, no matter how bad the score. It was like you were trying to will the team to victory. If the team played with as much effort, they would have won more games.”

			“I rarely look at the scoreboard,” she admitted. “We’re supposed to cheer the same regardless of the score. Half the time I didn’t know if we were winning or losing.”

			I continued, “It never occurred to me that we would meet. When the door hit me, I was mortified to see it was you I was bleeding all over.”

			She quickly replied, “Randy, I was mortified that I caused you to bleed all over me. I thought I had killed you. I couldn’t believe you were more worried about me than yourself.”

			“I appreciated you stopping by Chet’s every day to check on me. I just figured it had something to do with nursing.”

			She cracked a smile and said, “I was checking to see if you were developing an infection, but there were other reasons. Eric was unbearable at that point. Having a normal conversation with you every day kept me from losing my mind. I didn’t want you to heal too quickly because I really looked forward to seeing you.”

			“Well, then you asked me to your formal,” I said. “I kept telling myself not to get my hopes up. When you smiled at me right before that last dance . . . I gave in.”

			She had a sly grin on her face. “You looked like you were paralyzed.”

			“Your smile has that effect on me,” I admitted. “I always hoped you didn’t notice, but I knew you caught me that time.”

			“Randy, you hide your feelings. I couldn’t tell if you liked me or were just being nice because I was such a mess. That look on your face gave you away. It’s what gave me the nerve to kiss you.”

			Changing back to the original topic of conversation, she asked, “So where do Vicky and Ricky Jr. live?”

			“For the last three years, they’ve lived at my parents’ house, in my room.”

			She knew the answer even before she asked, “Would that be the reason you’ve only gone home twice since I met you?”

			“It would be fair to say that has something to do with it.”

			“Would your brother’s situation have anything to do with you paying your own way through college?”

			“It would have everything to do with me paying my own way.”

			“So, he got a free ride, on a baseball scholarship, while you had to do dishes until your hands bled.”

			I had to agree with her. “Doesn’t sound very fair when you put it that way.”

			“Aren’t you angry or bitter?”

			“If being angry or bitter would help, I would be.”

			“What’s Vicky like?” Meghan asked.

			“Vicky is a very pretty girl. She’s also loud, self-centered, and selfish just like my brother.”

			“Geez, Randy, don’t hold back, tell me what you really think.”

			“You wanted me to be bitter,” I reminded her.

			“How about your nephew, what’s he like?”

			“He’s my buddy. He could never understand why Ricky and I looked so much alike. He thought he had two dads. Ricky was always playing baseball somewhere, and the baby saw more of me than his dad. I didn’t think that was healthy. It gave me another reason to leave.”

			Then I paused and added, “I have to warn you that he’s very concerned about the scars on my face. He’s going to say something as soon as he sees me. He thinks I was attacked by a mountain lion.”

			“Oh, no!” Meghan cried. “What made him think that?”

			“He kept asking his mom where I had gone after I left for Central Valley. She told him I was at school, far away in the mountains. He saw a mountain lion on television and thought the scars looked like a claw mark.”

			“Did you tell him it was me?”

			“Hell, no! The mountain lion story sounds a lot cooler.”

			“It’s been a long day, and it’s getting late,” I said. “Let’s skip Donny’s, and I’ll walk you home.”

			Meghan wrapped her arms around my waist and said, “I am home.”

		

	
		
			Bottom of the Fifth Inning

			There was a cookout at Meghan’s sorority house the day after graduation. After the first batch of hamburgers became a funeral pyre, I volunteered to take over the grill. The girls appreciated having a professional handle the food.

			People wanted to talk to me about my decision to stay in the Valley and work at Chet’s. Some couldn’t wait to see Central Valley in their rear-view mirror as they headed toward the Interstate. Others had come to love the town, as I had, and were a little jealous.

			A few asked me why I would settle for being a cook when I had a degree in accounting. I tried to explain that it was an entry-level position. My career goal was to be in the restaurant business. To be a restaurateur I needed to know accounting and cooking. Some people understood, and some just gave me a blank look.

			The Delta Theta sisters couldn’t have been nicer to me as I flipped burgers at the grill. They were constantly bringing me drinks and stopping to chat. I thought I might be going crazy because it seemed like a couple of them were flirting. As it turned out, I wasn’t crazy.

			Helen was having an intimate afternoon with a bottle of vodka. When Meghan stepped into the house, Helen came over and took a seat near me. She was wearing short shorts and slowly crossed her toned legs to make sure I had a look.

			“I’m rarely wrong about a guy, but I misjudged you,” she said.

			Uncertain if that was a compliment, I replied, “Thanks, I think.”

			“Let’s be honest, Meghan had done a number on your face with that door. You weren’t the hottest looking guy on campus the night I met you. When Meghan said she was going out with you, I asked myself why.”

			Helen uncrossed her legs as slowly as she had crossed them. Rising from her seat, she slowly closed the distance between us. She didn’t stop until she was brushing up against me.

			I retreated a half step but immediately felt the heat of the grill on my back. She quickly eliminated my half step and pressed up against me once again. Helen was a very attractive girl. If this had happened before I met Meghan, it would have been a dream come true. At that moment, it was more of a nightmare.

			She had a disappointed look on her face and said, “Now I wish I had found you first.”

			It amused her immensely to have me trapped and squirming. Taking hold of my shirt, she pulled herself up to my ear.

			“This is my last night in town. If I hit you with a door, will you walk me home? I’ll make it worth the trouble.”

			I nervously replied, “Um . . . Meghan and I already have plans for tonight.”

			I felt her breath in my ear as she slowly said, “You have no idea what you’re missing.”

			Naturally, Meghan returned from the house at just that instant.

			As she turned and sauntered away, Helen rolled her eyes and said, “Poor little rich girl.”

			Meghan had a very stern look on her face. “What the hell was that all about?” she asked.

			I was completely baffled by what had just happened. “I’m not sure,” I said. “Helen didn’t seem to realize which one of the Duffy boys she was propositioning.”

			Meghan’s stern look turned to fury as she clenched her fists and jaw.

			“Thaaat evil . . . ” she struggled to control her anger and finally blurted out, “ . . . witch!”

			We both burst out laughing so loudly, I’m sure we were heard a block away.

			Meghan knew it wasn’t my fault but still looked hurt and insecure. I hugged her and gave her a kiss.

			“You know I’m all yours for as long as you want me,” I whispered.

			My whisper prompted a question. “What if I want you forever?”

			Meghan looked into my eyes as if she was peering into my soul for an answer. I answered her question as seriously as it was asked. “Choose your requests carefully; a gentleman could never refuse a lady.”

			Meghan closed her eyes and smiled.

			As the afternoon wore on, I couldn’t help thinking about the previous two years. When I first arrived at Central Valley, it would be an understatement to say I didn’t fit in. Around these sorority girls, I felt like an absolute leper. On this day, I felt like I was among friends. Did I change or did they? Is it possible that I was never the leper I had made myself out to be? Once again, questions with no answers.

			The few people remaining grew quiet as the sun set, and the stars began to shine. Meghan and I sat on a blanket and stared up into the heavens. We spent our final moments as college students wondering what the stars had in store for us.

			The following Saturday, we waited for my family to arrive. I warned Meghan that my brother was certain to hit on her before the night was over. She refused to believe he would be so bold. I assured her that he was so bold.

			Wearing a suit and tie, again, my apartment was uncomfortably warm that May afternoon. Meghan and I ambled down the steps to cooler air when we spotted the family station wagon pulling in on Elm Avenue.

			Standing there in our Sunday best, I would like to believe we made an attractive couple. Maybe it was the suit or maybe it was Meghan at my side, but I felt a confidence that I had never known. I had a college degree and a good-paying job. My brother was not going to beat me this time. Better still, I had the best girlfriend.

			The high-pitched squeal of Ricky Jr.’s voice rang out, “Uncle Randy! Uncle Randy, we came to visit you!”

			He came bounding down the driveway, jumped up into my arms, and gave me a hug.

			Meghan held her hand over her mouth and gasped, “Randy, he looks just like you!”

			“You can’t fight the Duffy DNA,” I whispered.

			My nephew finished his hug, reared back, and looked at my face.

			With real concern in his voice, he asked, “Is your nose all better?”

			I didn’t need to look to know Meghan was cringing.

			“It’s been all better for a long time,” I reassured him.

			Touching his finger to the scar, he asked, “Then why is that still there?”

			“That’s so I remember to stay away from mountain lions.”

			He was satisfied with my answer and looked over at Meghan. “Is she Meg?”

			“Yes, that’s my friend Meghan,” I said.

			He replied with genuine conviction, “She’s pretty!”

			“You have a lot of your dad in you, Ricky.”

			In an exasperated voice, he asked, “Why does everybody say that?”

			My brother and Vicky were next down the driveway. Meghan smiled politely as they neared, and Ricky stopped dead in his tracks.

			Meghan giggled as she whispered, “That reaction must be encoded in the Duffy DNA.”

			“See, it’s not my fault,” I whispered back to her.

			Vicky turned back to catch my brother staring, wide eyed, at Meghan. I knew the two of them would put on a show before the evening was over.

			Finally, my parents made their way down the long driveway. Mom burst into tears.

			“Oh, my goodness, you two are a sight!” she cried.

			Sobbing as she hugged me, she said, “I am so sorry we missed your graduation. You had to do it all on your own, and we weren’t here to see you on your big day.”

			Dad wiped a tear and said, “We’re very proud of you, son.”

			There is nothing as contagious as crying. Glancing at Meghan, I could see she was dabbing her eyes with a tissue. Naturally, I choked up when I tried to tell Mom it was okay. Good Lord, what a mess.

			I reached for Meghan’s hand. “Mom and Dad, this is Meghan.”

			Mom pushed my hand away so she could hug Meghan and said, “It is so good to meet you, dear. We’ve heard so much about you. You’re even prettier than Randy let on.”

			Dad, being the gentleman he is, politely shook her hand and said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Meghan.”

			Everyone needed a chance to stretch their legs after the long car ride. We decided to walk the couple of blocks to the Valley House. Theo, the maître d’, greeted us as we entered. Theo has an amazing memory, and he welcomed us by name. “Miss Mallory and Mr. Duffy, so good of you to join us again this evening.”

			He turned to lead us to our table, and I realized my parents were staring at me.

			Surprised that he greeted us by name, my mother asked, “Do you and Meghan come here often?”

			“Once in a while,” I replied.

			Mom whispered to Dad, “Here I was worried he was going to bed hungry.”

			She didn’t need to know that there had been nights when I had gone to bed hungry. Another round of tears was the last thing I wanted. Ricky nearly knocked me over when we arrived at our table, trying to get a seat next to Meghan. I knew he wouldn’t let me down.

			My parents had difficulty carrying on a conversation with Meghan. Ricky kept butting in on them, while Vicky constantly complained. Vicky was more than miffed because for once she wasn’t the center of attention. The cocktails she ordered to go along with her surf and turf were going to her head. Her tab alone was higher than everyone else’s combined. Nothing’s too good for our Vicky when someone else is paying.

			Ricky Jr. behaved better than either of his parents. However, he couldn’t conceal his disappointment at not seeing a mountain lion on the walk over. He asked several times if we might see one on the way back to my apartment.

			After dinner we took a tour of the town and campus. We even stopped by Chet’s, so I could introduce him to the family. At the end of the visit, I found myself waving goodbye as they started back toward the Interstate.

			“Well, you’ve seen the circus,” I said to Meghan. “If you want me to look into the Omaha job, I’ll see if it’s still open.”

			Meghan smacked me on the shoulder. “Don’t be ridiculous. Your parents are sweet, and that nephew is adorable.” She paused for a few seconds, probably to weigh the wisdom of finishing her thought.

			“You were, however, right on the money about your brother and his girlfriend. Ricky was playing footsy with me all through dinner. That Vicky is a piece of work, isn’t she?”

			“I believe I did give you fair warning.”

			She seemed embarrassed to add, “Don’t get mad at your brother, but he told me to remember him as the one with the handsome face. Does he know I was the one that hit you with the door?”

			“No, I never mentioned that to any of the family. It’s good to know you can count on your brother.”

			“I have to say, it was really weird seeing two of you,” Meghan replied. “How can you be identical and completely different?”

			It had been great to see the family again, although I wasn’t sad that they were on their way home. In fact, I was glad the entire Class of 1979 was gone. It was just the two of us left behind in the Valley.

			We changed into casual clothes and walked over to Donny’s. I didn’t mind wearing a suit and tie on occasion, but given the choice I would live my entire life in shorts, t-shirt, and sandals. As good as Meghan looked in shorts and a t-shirt, I hoped she enjoyed wearing them.

			The Phillies were playing on the West Coast, and I knew Hank would put the game on for us. Being a cheerleader for so long, I wasn’t surprised Meghan was a sports fan. She probably knew more than me about football and basketball. It was surprising that she also liked baseball. I’d have to overlook the fact that she was a rabid Pirates fan. We’d watch whichever team was playing. God help us when Philly played Pittsburgh.

			As soon as we walked into Donny’s, Hank reached up and put the game on the television. He poured two beers and pushed them across the bar.

			“Babysitting duty again tonight?” he asked.

			It was the beginning of an awesome summer.

		

	
		
			Top of the Sixth Inning

			On Friday night of Memorial Day weekend, Meghan and I drove west on Interstate 80 to Williamsport. She was quiet, and I was certain something was on her mind. I was trying to think of a conversation starter when she spoke up.

			“Randy, I want to apologize for the things I said to you on graduation night. I hope you don’t feel obligated to go out with me.”

			I had no idea what she meant. “Do you want to give me a little more to work with, Meg? You have me a bit confused.”

			“I said you were my only friend. Please don’t feel like you have an obligation to stay with me. It’s not like I’m a basket case.”

			It was difficult not to laugh at her statement. As serious as her mood was, I didn’t dare. If she asked me to, I’d run barefoot through broken glass. For some unfathomable reason, she was afraid I thought of her as an obligation. I needed to respond, but words once again eluded me. For better or worse, I had more time to think because she wasn’t finished.

			“I should not have talked so much about Eric and the Sigma house. I should have had a little more concern for your feelings. That could not have been easy for you to hear. I got myself into that mess, and I shouldn’t be throwing it in your face. I have no one to blame but myself.”

			Given the extra time to think, I was able to formulate a response. “Meghan, it’s funny you bring up that conversation. I was feeling embarrassed about dumping my high school horror stories on you. It was the most honest conversation we ever had with each other. I’m glad you were able to confide in me. I know, first-hand, that it’s not good to keep problems bottled up inside.”

			She perked up a little, and a trace of a smile crept back onto her face. I knew I could generate a better reaction from her and added, “I’m also very glad you asked me not to take the job in Omaha.”

			Ever so coyly, she asked, “Am I the reason you stayed?”

			“All you had to do was ask,” I replied. “If you didn’t want me around, I’d be driving a thousand miles past Williamsport this weekend. It wouldn’t be far enough for me to forget about you, but I would have gone.”

			Her smile returned with full intensity.

			“Eric and the Sigma house are ancient history. Unless you feel the need to talk, we don’t ever again have to mention them.”

			She unbuckled her seat belt, leaned over, and kissed me on the cheek. “Thanks, you’re an angel,” she said.

			She sat back down, reclined the seat and, after a few minutes, dozed off.

			The memory of the previous year’s visit to Williamsport kept playing in my head like a film strip on continuous loop. The fear that this weekend could be more of the same was triggering another anxiety attack. After exiting the Interstate and navigating several long, winding, country roads, we turned into Meghan’s driveway.

			Meghan awoke from her nap. “It looks like your parents don’t want you riding in the Pinto any longer,” I said.

			Groggy and confused, she asked what I was talking about. I pointed to the new Camaro with Congratulations Meghan written on the rear window. She let out a scream that nearly shattered my windshield.

			The Camaro fit right in next to her dad’s Mercedes and mom’s Cadillac. I parked as far away as possible from their cars. As far as I knew, rust wasn’t contagious, but why take the chance? Meghan and her mom took turns squealing as they walked around the new set of wheels. I kept my distance while the girls had their moment.

			I was unloading our suitcases from my beat-up Pinto when Meghan’s dad came over to give me a hand. Expecting some rude remark about my car, I tried to beat him to the punch line.

			“If you like, I’ll park this in a cornfield, sir.”

			Looking at the Pinto, he said, “Don’t feel bad, Randal, compared to my first car this is a luxury ride.”

			It was unexpected and comforting to realize he had humble roots.

			Saturday morning, Meghan and her mom were up with the sun. They were out for an early breakfast and then a day of shopping. Meghan needed things for her apartment and uniforms for work. I hoped they wouldn’t be gone all day. Her dad and I would be spending quality time together until they returned.

			Didn’t feel right sleeping in and squandering a rare Saturday off from work. I rolled out of bed just after they left and found a pot of coffee in the kitchen. Coffee cup in hand, I strolled out to the back porch and took a seat.

			The view was mesmerizing as the dewy landscape glistened in the morning light. Several acres of manicured backyard reached out to a farm field. The razor straight rows of the field stretched for a mile until they faded into a series of lush, green, rolling hills. The hills merged into a mountain range on the horizon. It was literally and figuratively a million-dollar view. Mr. Mallory was also an early riser, and he soon joined me on the porch.

			He spoke first. “Good morning, Randal! How are you this fine day?”

			“Never better, sir, thanks for asking.”

			“Randal, would you mind if I call you Randy?” It was the first time he sounded unsure of himself.

			“I wish you would, sir.”

			“Good, then please stop calling me sir.”

			Complying with his request, I said, “Sure thing, Mr. Mallory.”

			I’m not sure he liked that any better, but I didn’t think he was ready for me to call him Nick. He took a few sips of his coffee while he surveyed his estate. I feared another speech but, to my surprise, received something of an apology.

			He cleared his throat and said, “Randy, I regret the things I said to you in the past. Meghan is our only child, and her mother and I are very protective. It’s just that she had gone out with Eric for such a long time. I thought a lot of Eric, at the time, and I was having difficulty adjusting to her seeing someone new.”

			If he only knew what that son of a bitch did to his daughter, he’d probably arrange for him to be covered in molasses and staked to an ant hill. If Meghan didn’t tell him anything, neither would I. I listened respectfully and smiled politely.

			He continued, “It’s easy to see how happy Meghan is since she met you. I know my daughter is very fond of you. Can I trust that your intentions are honorable?”

			I didn’t see that coming! A response was required, but I was so stunned I fumbled for words. “Yes, sir . . . er . . . um, I mean, Mr. Mallory . . . sir. In a year, maybe two, I hope to be able to tell you just how much Meghan means to me. I can’t do it just yet because I want to be able to do things the right way. Paying for college has eaten up my savings. I have a good-paying job, but I have to wait until the bank balance is built back up.”

			He seemed pleased with my answer and then he, again, caught me off guard. “I can always use an intelligent young man in my business. Would you consider coming to work for me?”

			It’s amazing how many thoughts can race through your mind in a split second. He was offering me a job. No doubt, it would be a good-paying job. He would not allow his daughter to want for anything. However, that good-paying job would be dependent on my relationship with Meghan. If things didn’t work out between us, I’d be out in a heartbeat. If things did work out, I would always be the kid who married the boss’s daughter.

			“That’s very generous of you, Mr. Mallory. To be honest with you, I know a lot more about restaurants than tractors. I’ve also made a commitment to work for Chet. I can’t break a commitment once it’s been made. I think that may be a trait you’ll come to appreciate in the future.”

			He smiled and said, “You seem to have a good head on your shoulders, Randy. I’ll look forward to having that conversation with you next year.”

			The conversation we were having wasn’t over yet. He studied my face as if it were a portrait and said, “Those scars do something for you. They make you look like the man I hoped my daughter would find.”

			Saturday afternoon, Meghan and I took a dip in the pool. It was the first time we’d been alone since we pulled into the driveway the night before.

			“Your dad is being awfully nice to me,” I said.

			Meghan laughed and said, “Business is the one thing my dad likes better than sports. He sees you differently now that he’s seen you run the restaurant.”

			“I think it goes deeper than the restaurant. He said something strange about my face. I think he knows something.”

			Meghan looked horrified. “I didn’t tell you because he promised he wouldn’t let on. He knows everything!”

			“Everything?”

			“Everything!”

			I stared at her in disbelief. “What made you tell him?

			“He figured it out himself,” she said. “Not much gets past him. I couldn’t get away with anything when I lived at home.”

			“The end of Eric’s football career was front page news in Williamsport. After the story ran in the paper, word got back to my parents that I had a black eye. I should have known they’d find out. There were ten thousand people at the last two football games. It figures someone in the stands must have known my parents.

			“When we stopped into Chet’s before the basketball tournament, Dad spotted the fresh scar under your eye. He knew you’d been in a fight. As angry as I became when he laughed at you, he knew it had something to do with me. It didn’t take too long for him to connect the dots.

			“He wouldn’t let up until he found out how I got the black eye. The way I acted around you in the restaurant, he said it was obvious you didn’t hurt me. I wasn’t going to lie to him. When I told him Eric raped me, I thought he would explode. He demanded I press charges, but I begged him to let it go. It would just be Eric’s word against mine. Who was going to believe me?”

			She fought back tears as she said, “It was bad enough that everyone was gossiping about what happened to me. Some people were even saying it was my fault. Everywhere I’d go people would stare. I was hurting so badly that I wanted to die. That night in the library, I was . . . I was thinking of ways . . . ”

			She paused to calm herself down and then said, “You were in pain, too, but you never missed a class or day of work. You were always at my side when I needed you. I had to keep going because you wouldn’t quit.

			“I cheered at those last two games and didn’t care what anyone knew or thought about me. You were the only person that mattered, and you couldn’t take your black and blue eyes off me. I told Dad you got me through it all. Without you, I just don’t know what I might have done.”

			Meghan was somber as she tenderly ran her finger over the scar Eric gave me.

			“My dad knows how you got the scars, and he knows about the concussions. He knows you’ve always been a gentleman and at times my guardian angel. I told him he should get down on his knees and beg your forgiveness. He felt horrible for giving you such a hard time. I promise, he’ll never say another bad word about you.”

			Then she smiled and said, “He was really happy when he found out you were the one who put Eric in the hospital.”

			“Maybe that’s why he offered me a job.”

			“Did you take it?” she nervously asked.

			“No, I politely declined. I can’t let Chet down. Besides, I don’t know anything about farm equipment.”

			Without hesitation, she said, “Good, I’m done living here. I like Central Valley much better.”

			Looking around at her parents’ palatial property, I was amazed at her comment.

			“How could you not like this life of luxury?”

			“This is my parents’ life. None of this makes me happy. I want to make it on my own, without living off their money. You don’t know how I admire what you did in college. I was attached to an umbilical cord that stretched from Central Valley to Williamsport.”

			“Gee, Meghan, you make washing dishes sound noble.”

			“You know what I mean.” Then looking out into the garden, she added, “Besides, that scarecrow was a lousy playmate.”

			After dinner, Meghan was eager to try out the Camaro. I declined her offer to let me drive. There was no way I was going to put the first scratch on her new car. We drove to her high school where I saw the football stadium that launched her cheerleading career.

			She stared wistfully at the entrance to the empty stadium.

			“An empty football stadium is such a forlorn place,” she said. “It’s difficult to explain what I mean. It’s just something that I’ve always felt.”

			“No need to explain, Meghan, I know exactly what you mean. I’ve always felt that way about a baseball field,” I replied.

			Finding an unlocked gate, we entered the stadium and strolled along the sideline. After our stroll we moved up into the bleachers and took a seat. She inhaled deeply, as if she was breathing in the past.

			“My dad and I watched football on TV all the time.” Looking out onto the field, she said, “My first game here was in the ninth grade. That afternoon was unforgettable.”

			She paused to look around the stadium and reminisce.

			“You have to remember that I was the lonely girl from the cornfield. The stadium was packed long before kickoff. There were marching bands, the color guard, and baton twirlers performing. The cheerleaders had the crowd swaying and cheering. When the team ran out onto the field, the roar of the crowd was almost frightening. I was completely blown away. It was the most exciting thing I had ever seen. It was . . . it was thrilling!

			“I made up my mind that I would be a part of it the next year. Playing football was, obviously, not an option. I didn’t know how to play a musical instrument, so I couldn’t be in the band. I quit field hockey and tried out for cheerleading.”

			I interrupted her. “I always thought you looked athletic. Were you good at field hockey?”

			With a look of pride, she said, “I was damn good! The coach was not happy when I traded in my stick for pom poms. Hockey was fun to play, but no one came to our games. Not even our parents showed up to watch. It just couldn’t match the excitement of a football game.

			“My freshman year I was skinny as a stick. Fortunately, I started filling out by the time I was a sophomore. The first couple of rows had to hear my knees knocking before my first game. Scared does not begin to explain how I felt.

			“The very first cheer cured my nerves. The crowd roared, and I was hooked! There is no greater rush than performing in front of thousands of people. I’m going through withdrawal knowing I’ll never do it again.”

			I was envious of her memories. High school was nothing more than somewhere I had to go for four years. Whatever school spirit I may have had was beaten out of me by Billy Hanson in my sophomore year.

			To avoid being a complete social misfit I made myself go to a couple of games each season. I would rather have gone to work and made some money. As much as I love baseball, I never saw a game in high school. There was no reason to watch my brother be the hero.

			When Meghan was ready to leave the stadium, we toured Williamsport and visited some of her old haunts. They were typical high school hangouts. There was a bowling alley, a movie theater, and a drive-in hamburger restaurant. Meghan couldn’t resist indulging her sweet tooth when we passed her favorite ice cream stand. We pulled in and ordered two double-dipped cones.

			The last remnants of the pink sky were fading as the sun set behind the mountain. Meghan was in kind of a weird mood. She was quiet or maybe just reflective as she ate her ice cream. I suppose reliving your high school glory days can do that to a person.

			“I had some really good times in high school,” she finally said. “There were games, dances, proms. We had so many crazy adventures. I wish . . . I just wish I was with you and not . . . .”

			I took her by the hand and said, “It’s better we didn’t meet in high school. The timing wasn’t right. You wouldn’t have given me the time of day.”

			“Don’t be so sure,” she said. “I told you I was a stick as a freshman. I was anything but popular. Guys wouldn’t give me a second look, and people started calling me the poor little rich girl. The name stuck, and it even followed me to Central Valley.”

			Trying to cheer her up, I said, “I’m sure you were a very attractive stick.”

			She began to squeeze my hand.

			“The boys in my school didn’t think so. My sense of self-worth took a beating. I felt so inadequate standing next to girls from the upper classes. It’s a feeling I don’t think I’ll ever overcome. Even today when I look into the mirror, I still see that skinny freshman looking back at me.

			“Who could blame me? In all the years Eric and I dated, I don’t ever remember him telling me I was pretty. I told you all the names he called me. He had me convinced he was doing me a favor by going out with me. That’s probably why I stayed with him so long. As bad as it was with him, it was better than being alone.”

			“That skinny freshman is long gone,” I told her.

			She eased her grip on my hand and said, “I am so glad I met you. You actually believe that I’m gorgeous.”

			She smiled as she said, “The night we met, you told me I was too pretty to walk the streets by myself. That may have been the first time a guy told me I was attractive. I just wished it was said by someone who didn’t have a serious head wound. Still, it sounded really good at that moment. Eric had called me an ugly bitch in front of everyone at the party. I stormed out the back door because I was too embarrassed to go out the front. I’m sorry you had to pay the price for him being an ass.”

			I said, “He is an ass, but you’re a bargain at twice the price I paid.”

			“Honestly, Randy, you’ve already won. Why don’t you give it a rest? So that’s how I started going out with Eric. He was the first boy to ever show an interest in me. He started calling every other night to ask about homework. After we had finished discussing school, he always found a reason to keep me on the phone for an hour.

			“There was a big freshman-sophomore dance at school, and he asked me to go. I couldn’t believe a boy actually asked me out. I had to meet him there because my parents wouldn’t let me go with him. They said I was too young to date as a freshman.”

			Jokingly, I said, “It sounds like your parents knew something, maybe you should have listened.”

			She didn’t take it as a joke, “In hindsight, yeah, I should have listened.

			“The next year when I was a cheerleader, two other guys asked me out. For some weird reason, I felt like I owed it to Eric to say no. He liked me when no one else thought I was worthwhile.”

			“Loyalty is a measure of your character,” I told her.

			“It wasn’t really loyalty. He was on the football team that year. The guys who asked me out were football players. I couldn’t respect someone who would do that to a teammate.”

			There was a pause in the conversation as we both finished the last of our ice cream. The last of the pink sky faded away, and darkness settled over us.

			With her ice cream gone, she picked up where she left off. “The sad part for me was that the better he became at football the worse he became as a boyfriend. I had other options, but they were guys like Eric. They acted like I should be thrilled they were giving me the opportunity. A small mind with a big ego does nothing for me.”

			“How did you both end up at Central Valley?” I asked.

			Once again, she started to squeeze my hand. “Don’t even get me started on that disaster! College was supposed to be my way out. I had no intention of going to the same school. In fact, I waited until he chose a school before I enrolled at Central Valley. Then Eric changed his mind and decided he’d go to the Valley as well. He had such a good senior season in high school that he could go to most any college he wanted. I was so angry I almost withdrew.”

			“I’m glad you didn’t,” I said.

			Smiling, she said, “In hindsight, I am too.”

			She continued her story as she tightened her grip on my hand. “It was so frustrating because guys wouldn’t even talk to me at Central Valley. At first, I thought they might have been intimidated because Eric was the big shot football player. They may have thought I was his property. After a while, though, I began to have my doubts. I started to worry it was because I was a stupid, needy, ugly, bitch.”

			“Hey! Hey! Hey!” I scolded. “Don’t ever talk that way about the girl I love.”

			It took her a second to realize what I meant, then she leaned her head on my shoulder. I was afraid she was going to start crying, and I debated whether to change the topic of conversation. I always knew there would come a day when she would need to talk about what happened with Eric. This was the day. Her grip on my hand became even tighter.

			“Eric became a nightmare that would not end. He was an alcoholic by the time freshman year was over. Whatever feelings I had for him were gone. All I felt was an obligation to try and bring him back from the brink. I hoped the sweet kid who called me about homework might still be in there somewhere.”

			With a smirk, she said, “Then I met you. Eric was drunk when I told him I didn’t want to see him anymore. His only response was to guzzle another beer. When he sobered up and realized what happened, he was plenty angry. Maybe he realized what he lost . . . or maybe he just didn’t like losing.”

			With disgust in her voice, she said, “Like an idiot, I was actually happy for him senior year. He stopped drinking and finally became the quarterback everyone expected. It was as if he had finally grown up. It even seemed like we would be able to be friends. After all the years together that’s how I wanted to end things. Sadly, it was all an act. He was just setting me up for payback.”

			Her shoulders drooped, and she stared blankly at the ground. Her grip on my hand became painful.

			“When I woke up, I actually thought I was in your apartment. I thought I was with you and everything was okay. After a few seconds I realized who I was with and what he had done to me. I screamed, and he punched me until I stopped.

			“I don’t know . . . maybe Eric took too many hits to the head. I never would have believed he was capable of hurting me so badly. I’m grateful you beat the shit out of him. He paid for what he did to me; that makes it easier to live with it.”

			That may have been the first time I heard her curse when she was sober. I didn’t think she had the ability. She stared off into the darkness for a time.

			Finally, she said, “I’m sorry I talked your ear off about the bastard. You said I could talk about him if I felt the need. I’m finished with life in Williamsport, I needed to leave the pain here.”

			Her grip on my hand eased. As if she had turned the page, her smile returned and she asked, “How would you like to go see party rocks?”

			Glad to have happy Meghan back, I replied enthusiastically, “Of course I want to see party rocks! But I have to ask, what’s a party rock?”

			“It’s where we’d sneak off to when someone could get their hands on a keg of beer.”

			I acted like I was shocked at the revelation. “Were you one of those bad girl partiers in high school?”

			“To be honest, I was only there a couple of times. It’s a little out of the way, but I think you’ll agree it’s worth the drive once we get there.”

			We drove about ten miles out into the boondocks. Party rocks was an abandoned quarry well off the beaten path. She parked the car and switched off the ignition. When the headlights faded away, the only light came from the sliver of a moon above.

			With a mischievous grin, she said, “Let’s try out the back seat.”

		

	
		
			Bottom of the Sixth Inning

			The next day was Meghan’s graduation party, and her dad spared no expense. There was a cavernous tent in the backyard with seating for a hundred people. The party was catered, and servers were constantly offering me food. Even though there was a full bar, I drank iced tea the entire day. All her relatives were in attendance. I didn’t want to make a bad impression.

			It was Meghan’s party, and I intended to remain inconspicuous. I thought it would be easy. The previous year, very few people bothered to talk to me. On this day, most everyone sought me out and wanted to be introduced. I guess the word was out that I might be around for a while.

			Monday evening, her parents exchanged their goodbyes with us. Meghan’s mom smiled at me and then gave her husband a dirty look. She said, “I hope you had a more enjoyable stay this year.”

			My emotions were mixed as I drove home to Central Valley. There was sorrow that my vacation was at an end and excitement that my new career would begin the next day. Meghan was following me in her new car. It was loaded down with everything she and her mom bought on their shopping excursion. I was alone with my thoughts in the Pinto. It occurred to me that I had learned more about Meghan in the previous two weeks than I’d learned in the previous two years.

			I couldn’t help contemplating our relationship. There was nothing overly complicated about us. For reasons that defy logic, I made her happy. I didn’t want to overthink her happiness. It just seemed that she couldn’t help smiling when we were together. Thankfully, my knees didn’t buckle anymore, but her smile still affected me. She was well aware of her power and loved using it to her great advantage.

			We were happy being together, and for the moment that seemed to be enough. There had not been much discussion of forever. It didn’t seem necessary. She made it perfectly clear to me that I shouldn’t even think about taking a job in Nebraska. The job she took at Central Valley Hospital was not her best offer. Chet and Dolores were very perceptive. I would need to start saving for an engagement ring and a house.

			Never having had a nine-to-five job I was intrigued with the concept. While studying to be an accountant, I even had expectations of one day working those hours. It wasn’t to be. Lesson number one in my new career was that the money was awesome, but the hours were awful. It was exhilarating to watch my bank balance leap forward each payday. The thrill, however, came at the expense of something known as a normal life.

			Keeping my apartment was a relatively easy decision. It’s not like I was going to spend a lot of time there. With all the hours I worked, it would have been a waste to pay for space I didn’t use. Besides, the place came furnished, and I didn’t own any furniture.

			After seeing Meghan’s new Camaro, it was more difficult to hang on to the Pinto. I made a point of not looking at the automotive section in the Sunday paper. Adding to the bank balance was a higher priority than driving a new car.

			That’s not to say I didn’t splurge on a few luxuries. A phone and cable television were added to my apartment. I had grown up with four channels on a black-and-white television; I now had thirty channels in my cable package. If it wasn’t for the baseball games, though, I’d probably have canceled the cable and gone back to listening to the radio. How can you have thirty channels and find nothing to watch?

			I also decided it was time to upgrade my wardrobe. A college kid can get away with wearing blue jeans and a t-shirt every day. As a budding restaurateur and businessman, I felt it was necessary to do a little better. Each payday I stopped at Goldman’s to see what was new.

			One thing you could say about Mrs. Goldman was that she never forgot a favor. After her husband died, Chet sent breakfast, lunch, and dinner over to her for days. Even though she had plenty of money, he wouldn’t take a dime from her.

			Chet and Mrs. Goldman were neighbors. She didn’t like driving in the snow, so Chet often drove her to and from work when the weather was bad. He even had me drive her when he was too busy. Every time I shopped at Goldman’s, she waited on me personally. No matter what I bought, it was always on sale.

			Keeping the Grill open longer was Chet’s reason for hiring me. We discussed the best ways to do more business. Chet started opening an hour earlier each morning. We also stayed open two hours later Monday to Thursday. I came in at noon and usually had an hour or two of bookkeeping to do before taking over at the grill. Closing time was nine and I was out by ten.

			From my experience as a student, I knew college kids were always looking for somewhere to go Friday and Saturday nights. Curfew required house parties to break up at midnight. After the parties broke up, not everyone could go to a bar.

			Like the fool I have often been accused of being, I volunteered to work until one o’clock on Friday and Saturday nights. Staying open late on weekends was profitable. There were plenty of drunk, hungry college kids and even a few high school kids roaming around town. As a student, I’d never fully appreciated how annoying drunken college kids could be, but, annoying or not, they had money to spend, so I tolerated them. The one o’clock close often became two o’clock.

			In exchange for giving up my Friday and Saturday nights, Chet gave me Sunday off. I talked him into taking Mondays off and worked open to close for him. It took some doing to convince Chet to make a few upgrades to the restaurant. We argued over installing a television. He believed customers enjoyed conversation with their meal. It was my opinion that customers would have more to discuss if they could see the morning news with their breakfast. I also believed that the second shift cook would love watching baseball games on summer evenings. Additionally, a jukebox added a little entertainment for the late-night crowd.

			One of my other ideas was to stay open all night during finals week. I remembered pulling all-nighters while cramming for exams. There were plenty of times I would have killed for a cup of coffee and a sandwich in the middle of the night. We each worked twelve-hour shifts to keep the caffeine and food flowing.

			The odd hours didn’t make a big difference in my social life. Being new at the hospital, Meghan frequently had to work second or third shift. Since some people insisted on being sick on weekends, she often had to work Saturday and Sunday. Chet took an interest in making sure Meghan and I had time together. He often switched our schedules for a day or two so Meghan and I could see each other.

			We still had friends on campus. TM had a year to go after losing time to the army. Meghan had friends in her sorority and on the cheerleading squad. We’d go to a few football games and occasionally meet up with people, but that was about the extent of our outside social life. The idea of attending a keg party and fighting fifty other people for access to the tap suddenly seemed childish.

			Due to our work schedules, a date often involved breakfast or lunch. We spent more time watching television together than going out on the town. If we got a night out at Donny’s, it was midweek.

			There was a profitable side to Meghan’s work schedule. She complained that the hospital cafeteria closed at seven o’clock in the evening. Often, on second shift, she didn’t get a break in time to eat. If she worked third shift, there was nowhere at all to eat.

			From the restaurant I could drive to the hospital and back in five minutes. One Friday, while working late, I made Meghan a sandwich and brought it up to her at the hospital. The next night she phoned in a half dozen orders for her coworkers. The following Friday it was a dozen orders, and the night after that it was two dozen.

			Seeing an obvious business opportunity, I had some menus printed. Meghan circulated them to her colleagues, and we began a regular delivery service to the hospital employees. If we couldn’t deliver, a security guard came down to pick up the orders. It made me believe there was more business waiting to be found.

			As the summer faded into fall, my Phillies made the improbable look possible. They had progressed through the playoffs and were in the World Series. They had teased their long-suffering fans in the past. Just as when I had my first date with Meghan, I didn’t want to get my hopes up.

			She became something of a Phillies fan during their playoff run. We watched as many games together as our schedules would allow. If I was working, she would sit at Chet’s and watch on the new television. When we were both off, we’d go to Donny’s.

			The Phils finally came through in the clutch. I will always remember the feeling of astonishment as the last out was recorded for the franchise’s first championship. I was too stunned to cheer. Everyone around me was going nuts while I just stared at the television.

			If the Phillies could win the World Series, anything was possible. A week after the Phillies win, I made up an excuse to walk down Main Street with Meghan. We passed by Main Street Jewelers, and I slowed to look at the engagement ring display in the window.

			She took the bait. With a sarcastic tone, Meghan asked, “Looking for anything in particular?”

			Trying to sound disinterested, I said, “I don’t see anything as dazzling as your smile. What do you think of them?”

			“It’s difficult to tell from here. Maybe we should go in and take a closer look,” she nonchalantly replied.

			Calling her bluff, I said, “Alright, let’s go see.”

			I felt her hands clamp down on my arm like a vice. She was shaking nervously, or maybe it was my arm shaking nervously. I was so nervous I couldn’t tell.

			“Are you serious?” she whispered.

			“Christmas is coming, and I suppose you’ll be expecting a gift,” I replied.

			She loosened her grip on my arm just long enough to smack me on the shoulder. We spent an hour looking and sizing. I got a feel for what she liked and what I would have to spend.

			At Thanksgiving, I had the promised conversation with her dad. He and I walked outside for some firewood while Meghan and her mom were in the kitchen. I drew a deep breath, looked him square in the eye, and asked if I had his permission to propose to Meghan.

			He laughed and said he had been expecting to have this conversation. Meghan and I were planning on spending Christmas in Williamsport. I told him I had bought a ring and was planning to propose over the holiday. He told me he looked forward to it.

			It was unusually cold when we arrived on Christmas Eve. Meghan’s mom was making hot chocolate for us while we sat in the den. I heard the tea kettle whistle and got up for our drinks.

			I held the ring box in the palm of my hand as I carried the mugs on a tray. Going down to one knee, I placed the tray on the coffee table in front of Meghan. My hand came out from under the tray, and I held out the box for her to see.

			It was a good thing I was already on one knee. The smile that appeared on her face would have driven me there, had I been standing. She reached for the box but nervously dropped it back into my hands.

			“If you don’t want it, I can take it back,” I said.

			She smacked me on the shoulder and said, “Don’t you dare, Randy Duffy!”

			“Meghan, will you marry me?” I asked.

			She nodded her head five times before she was able to say yes. I put the ring on her finger, and she started to cry. Why do people have to cry when they’re happy? I still can’t watch someone cry without choking on my own tears.

			I sat next to her on the sofa and put my arm around her. Still crying, she held out her arm to admire the ring on her finger. Despite my best efforts, I cried along with her. A camera flashed and a champagne cork popped almost simultaneously. The moment was immortalized in an eight-by-ten framed photo that still sits on the coffee table.

		

	
		
			Top of the Seventh Inning

			Five years had passed since Meghan and I were married. We lived in her apartment for the first year together while we saved money and shopped for a house. I would have liked a place like her parents’ house. An acre or two outside town, with a view, would have been my ideal property, but Meghan made it perfectly clear she was done with scarecrows. We found a comfortable house, in town, with a good size yard. There’s a lot of wisdom in the old saying “Happy wife, happy life.”

			Meghan wore her white nurse’s uniform to work every day, while I still had my white cook’s uniform. Our neighbors referred to us as the couple in white. We had a son, and we named him Robert, after my dad. Meghan switched to working part time, so she could have more time with the baby.

			We had another mouth to feed and a reduced income. It was only natural to worry about our finances. My job had settled into a monotonous routine, but I didn’t regret my career choice. The money was still better than I would have been making as an auditor in Nebraska. All the same, it would have been nice if my work was a little more challenging.

			On one early summer Monday morning, several breakfast customers began talking about Goldman’s closing. There was a large sign in the window announcing a going out of business sale. It must have gone up after I had come to work at five. At the first opportunity, I ran over to talk to Mrs. Goldman.

			I approached her at the cash register. “What’s going on?” I demanded.

			“Nothing’s wrong,” she said, “I’m just ready to retire.”

			“But this is Goldman’s! Central Valley needs this store,” I protested.

			“That’s nice of you to say, Randy. It won’t be long before that shopping mall is finished out by the Interstate. They’ll be plenty of stores to replace us.”

			“Are you sure you’ve thought this out, Mrs. Goldman?”

			“Fifty years in this business is enough,” she said. “I’m looking forward to moving somewhere warm. I’ve had my fill of snow.”

			The building would soon be on the market. She offered Chet the first opportunity to buy it before listing it with a realtor. She had talked to him over the weekend and was waiting for a reply. I raced back over to the Grill and phoned Chet at home.

			“I had a feeling you’d be calling me today,” he said.

			“Chet, we need to talk about this opportunity,” I insisted.

			He agreed to meet me after work and discuss the Goldman property. Ideas were swirling through my head all day long. The Goldman building was the premier property on Main Street. Besides all the square footage of floor space, there were four apartments on the second floor.

			Chet arrived as I was closing up for the day.

			“Let’s walk down to Donny’s and have a beer,” I said.

			“Why do you want to walk all the way down there?” he asked. “Will’s is only two doors down.”

			“Humor me, Chet, it’ll all make sense when we get there. If you’re too tired to walk back, I’ll call you a cab.”

			He agreed to go, and we talked about Mrs. Goldman as we walked. The town would certainly miss her and her store. It took us twenty minutes to walk to Donny’s, and Hank greeted us as we took our seats at the bar.

			“Hey, Randy, where’s that gorgeous wife of yours?”

			“Sorry, Hank, she’s home with the baby.”

			“I remember when you used to babysit her!” he replied.

			Chet gave me a puzzled look.

			“It’s a long story,” I told him.

			Hank was eager to tell the story of my first visit to Donny’s. He repeated, verbatim, every word I spoke that night. We must have made quite an impression on Hank because he remembered things I had forgotten. I drank half my beer, while Hank rambled on, trying to figure out what I was going to say to Chet. Listening to Hank talk about Meghan was my inspiration. When Hank finished and the laughter subsided, I began my pitch to convince Chet to buy the Goldman building.

			“Chet, a few years back you gave me some really solid advice on how to deal with a certain young lady. That young lady is now my wife and the mother of my son. I’m returning the favor. Don’t be a fool, Chet, go talk to her!”

			“Assuming I would buy the place, what am I going to do with it?” he asked.

			“Chet, on our walk here how many places to eat did you see on Main Street?”

			There was a pause while he tried to remember what we’d passed on the walk.

			Realizing he didn’t know, I gave him the answer. “There’s a deli and a pizza parlor. The only other restaurant is the Valley House, and it’s so expensive I don’t know how it stays in business. There isn’t a single, family style restaurant or diner in the whole town.”

			I let that thought sink in for a minute before continuing.

			“Most days, at breakfast and lunch, we’re so crowded people have to wait in line. We’ve known for a while we need more space.”

			Chet looked confused. “What do you want me to do? Are you saying I should close the Grill and open up in the Goldman building?”

			 “No, Chet, I want you to keep the Grill, convert the Goldman building into a new restaurant, and knock a hole in the wall between the two. That would give customers a choice between a quick meal at the Grill or a more formal meal in the new room.”

			Chet seemed to be mulling over the concept, but I knew I’d have to make a stronger argument to convince him.

			“Did you ever notice that the locals are always in for breakfast before the college kids?” I asked. Chet didn’t like the term townies.

			“It’s not just because they get up earlier than college kids. They don’t like to mix with them. We’d do a lot more business if the locals had their own place, apart from the students.”

			“Are we going to put up a sign that says no college kids allowed?” Chet asked.

			“It’s not that we have to segregate them, just give an option to spread out. Most college kids would opt for the quick meal at the grill. Besides, a bigger kitchen would let us fix the problems with our dinner menu.”

			Obviously perturbed, he asked, “What’s wrong with our menu?”

			“We do a great business at breakfast and lunch but could do much better at dinner. Our menu is just too limited. College kids live on burgers and steak sandwiches, but we need more variety. The locals, and parents who come to visit, want pot roast, chicken, or meat loaf.”

			Hank suddenly perked up and chimed in, “I love meatloaf! Will you serve it with mashed potatoes and gravy?”

			Chet looked over at Hank to see if he was joking or serious. The drool on Hank’s chin gave him away. I could tell from Chet’s expression he didn’t like my criticism of the dinner menu. The problem, as I saw it, was that the lunch and dinner menus were the same.

			Chet was obviously hesitant to take the financial leap required to purchase the Goldman building. He quickly came up with reasons not to buy the property.

			“Randy, the Goldman building has twice as much space as you would need for a restaurant.”

			“That’s the best part of the deal! You can subdivide the building and rent out the half you don’t need. There are four apartments upstairs to boot. That’s guaranteed cash flow in a college town. The rental income alone would probably pay your mortgage.”

			“Being a landlord sounds risky. I’ve never done anything but run a restaurant.”

			“Chet, being a landlord means the difference between a week in Florida and spending the winter in your beachfront condo.”

			Now I had his attention. Years ago, Dolores had to threaten him to take her to Florida. Once he got a taste of the Gulf of Mexico in the winter, he couldn’t wait to get on the airplane.

			“Chet, I asked you to walk down here for a reason. How many empty storefronts did you see along the way?”

			“I didn’t pay that much attention.”

			“The answer is zero. I’ve been living in Central Valley for nine years. There hasn’t been a vacancy on Main Street in all that time. The few stores to close have been replaced within days. A property like Goldman’s would be at an absolute premium. It’s the biggest building on the best block of Main Street. It’s going to be snapped up quickly once it hits the market.”

			“Who do you think would want to rent the other half?” he asked.

			“The important thing is that you would decide who rents the other half. If someone else buys the property, they might open their own restaurant. Would you want that?”

			“Randy, I’ve thought about expanding. I even talked to the bank about borrowing money to do it. I’m a cook, not a businessman. They talk about balance sheets, amortization and depreciation schedules, leasing or purchasing equipment. I don’t understand any of that stuff. I can’t even balance my checkbook.”

			“Chet, I understand that stuff. That’s what I studied in college.”

			“If I do decide to buy this building, you have to put some money up. I don’t care if it’s only one percent. We need a partnership agreement, so you don’t get me into this and then run off to Omaha.”

			“Chet, I’m glad you said that because I was going to insist on it,” I replied.

			He declined my offer to get him a cab. Strolling back up Main Street, Chet took note of each and every storefront. I split off to walk home when it hit me that I really should have talked to Meghan about this first.

			Meghan was doing a load of wash when I arrived home, and Robbie was asleep in his crib.

			“So, how did your meeting with Chet go? What did you two have to talk about?” she asked.

			“Goldman’s is closing, and Mrs. Goldman offered to sell the building to Chet.”

			“What’s wrong with Mrs. Goldman?”

			“Nothing’s wrong, she’s just ready to retire. She wants to go somewhere warm to get away from the snow.”

			“I can’t blame her for that,” Meghan replied. “What does Chet want to do with the building?”

			“He doesn’t want to do anything with it. I want to turn half of it into a restaurant and rent out the other half.”

			“What does he think about that idea?”

			“He’s a little nervous. We’re going to talk about it in the morning. To tell you the truth, I’m a little nervous about it now that I’ve gotten all this started,” I admitted. “If he buys it, he wants me to put some money into the deal. He wants to make sure we don’t run off to Omaha.”

			“You’ll be partners?”

			“Yeah, I actually told him I wanted a partnership agreement. I’ll probably have to do all the paperwork. I want to own something when it’s done. Although being an owner could be a financial risk. If things don’t work out, we might lose everything.”

			Meghan was unfazed. “Randy, you should talk to my dad. He’s always buying and selling properties. I told you a long time ago, he loves business more than sports.”

			Robbie woke up and started crying. I hadn’t seen him all day, so I volunteered to go look after him. He often woke up when I came home from work. I liked to think he missed his dad. I held him and walked back and forth in the hallway to get him back to sleep. Meghan came up the steps with the phone in her hand.

			“My dad wants to talk to you,” she whispered.

			“I didn’t even hear the phone ring,” I said.

			“It didn’t ring. I called him.”

			I felt embarrassed to talk to her dad about the deal, not least because there wasn’t much to talk about yet. Chet didn’t even tell me how much Mrs. Goldman wanted for the building. Meghan smirked as she handed me the phone. From the look on her face, I knew she was busting to tell me something.

			“Nick, how are you?” Meghan’s dad and I had become best buds.

			“Randy, it sounds like you have an interesting business opportunity. If I can be of any assistance, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

			His enthusiasm was encouraging.

			“You’re going to need a good attorney to help you with the details. If you like, I can recommend someone. As soon as you get some numbers together, I’d be happy to go over them. In fact, if you need financial backing, I’d be happy to discuss that with you, as well.”

			We agreed to get together as soon as I had more information from Chet and Mrs. Goldman. Meghan and I talked about the pros and cons of getting involved in this big of a transaction. She said she trusted my judgment on business matters. Whatever I decided would be fine with her. Through the entire conversation she kept smirking and smiling. I knew her well enough to know she had something to tell me.

			She did, and she couldn’t hold it in any longer. “I don’t know if it will sway you one way or the other, but you should know I’m pregnant.”

			Being a dad is an amazing experience. Meghan’s news was cause for celebration. It did, however, complicate the decision-making process regarding the Goldman building. I believed the new venture would ultimately succeed. However, the stress I was already feeling intensified exponentially.

			Ultimately, it intensified my resolve to go through with the project. I wanted to be able to provide for my growing family. The income that the new restaurant would generate was the incentive I needed to see it through. If I had known what it was going to take to complete the project, I’m not sure I would have ever started.

			Chet and I agreed to bring Meghan’s dad into the deal. His expertise and financial backing would go a long way toward insuring success. Neither Chet nor I was too proud to accept the help we knew we needed. After agreeing on a purchase price with Mrs. Goldman, the real work began.

			Between the three of us, we formed two partnerships. Chet, Nick, and I owned the real estate through Valley Main Street Partners. Chet and I owned the restaurant through Chet’s Enterprises. The restaurant would rent space from Valley Main Street.

			We needed a construction loan and a mortgage. My days were spent preparing a mountain of proposals and documents for the bank. There were endless meetings with architects, engineers, contractors, and lawyers. My nights were spent working my usual shift at the Grill. It was like a finals week that lasted an entire year.

			I often arrived home from work feeling worn out and miserable. Meghan had a way of keeping me on an even keel. She would tell me, “If it was easy, they wouldn’t call it work.”

			Dealing with city hall was a nightmare. It’s a little-known fact that all permits and approvals required to renovate a building come from the Department of You Can’t Do That. Nick knew what he was talking about when he said we’d need a good attorney. Without Nick Mallory and his lawyer, the project might have collapsed.

			A little over a year after Chet and I first met at Donny’s, we were ready for our grand opening. Our timing was perfect; we opened a week before the start of the fall semester, just in time for families, by the hundreds, to bring their kids back to school. The mayor and the city council turned out for the ribbon cutting. I had to bite my tongue as they made speech after speech extolling the virtues of the new restaurant: The same people had thrown up so many roadblocks that at times I’d been ready to soap up the building’s windows and leave it vacant.

			Chet and I had to write personal checks to each and every one of their reelection campaigns. I wouldn’t have minded if that was the end of it. They all had a favorite charity that needed a contribution. We sponsored all their children’s sports teams and clubs. I just smiled and wrote check after check, except when they discreetly requested cash.

			A large crowd gathered for the grand opening and ribbon-cutting ceremony. Mrs. Goldman even came back to town to take part. The local radio station did a live remote broadcast, and we had plenty of coverage from the town newspaper. Chet, Nick, and I posed for pictures with the mayor and councilmen.

			It was surreal looking out at all the people who seemed excited about our new venture. Meghan stood in the front of the crowd, smiling proudly, with Robbie and our new addition.

			Meghan’s pregnancy had added another layer of stress to my life. It was a great relief when she delivered our second son. We didn’t let on to anyone the name we had chosen. I walked Meghan’s dad to the nursery and pointed out the crib with Nicholas Duffy written on the name plate. Nick had been such a huge help during the project that I felt I owed him something special in return. Since he never had a son to take his name, I figured he might appreciate the gesture. The tough, high-powered business executive, and former linebacker broke down and cried at the sight of his namesake. Yeah, I cried along with him.

			The mascot of the local high school was a Viking. We named the new restaurant the Viking Room to give it a connection to the community. We were slammed every day for the first couple of weeks. There was chaos trying to get all the new employees on the same page but we managed. After the first hectic couple of months, we settled into more of a routine.

			We put a good deal of thought into the design and décor of the restaurant. We had a large amount of wall space to decorate. Mrs. Goldman gave us photographs of the department store to hang in the new entrance. Some of the photos were decades old. They gave patrons waiting for a table something to look at and fueled the nostalgia some locals felt for Goldman’s.

			People in Central Valley followed high school sports with religious fervor. We installed a bulletin board on one wall and used it to post schedules and news articles for all the local teams. There was also room for people to post notices like babysitting services, lost pets, apartments for rent. We added a chalkboard where we posted scores for the local teams. It didn’t take long for people to start coming in after the games and posting the scores themselves.

			The original idea behind opening the Viking Room was to give the locals their own space. It didn’t make good business sense to shut out the entire college market. Locals were accustomed to seeing the keg party college kids. There was a much more refined side of the college. I knew people in the Art Department who were always looking for somewhere to display their work. We created a gallery wall and periodically selected student artwork to display in the restaurant.

			It was a win-win situation. The students were happy to have somewhere to show off and occasionally sell their work. The unveiling of the selections drew large crowds. Students and their friends and families came to admire the artwork and stayed for lunch or dinner. The locals got to see a different breed of college student.

			Renting the other half of the building was not a problem. It was prime retail space on the best block on Main Street. There was no shortage of businesses looking to lease the space. The college bookstore wanted a Main Street annex. The campus location was too small, and there were limited opportunities to expand on campus.

			The college signed a ten-year lease, which afforded us a steady source of income. It also ensured us a steady stream of college students walking past the restaurant. Never having been able to afford a new textbook, I mastered the fine art of the swap. The first Saturday of each semester, I arranged a book swap at the restaurant. The swaps brought in a good crowd of students looking to buy, sell, or swap used books. Many bought breakfast or lunch in the process.

			We continued keeping the Grill open all night during finals week. It had proved popular over the years and had become something of a tradition. Meghan, however, was not thrilled with me working all night when we had two small kids at home.

			One night a steady stream of truckers mixed in with the students. A gasoline tanker had overturned on the Interstate, causing the complete shutdown of the roadway. Gridlocked drivers who could exit found their way onto Main Street looking for somewhere to take a break.

			Chet came in around five and immediately took note of the new clientele. The truckers told us there were hundreds of trucks backed up for miles in each direction. It seems that there are a few thousand trucks that make east-west runs on Interstate 80 every night of the week.

			Chet and I looked at each other and laughed. We had been so obsessed with townie versus college markets that we had completely ignored the thousands of people driving the Interstate highway just a few miles from town.

			Three months later, Chet and I stood on the shoulder of Interstate 80, about twenty miles east of town. We were admiring the newly erected billboard that advertised Chet’s Grill, now open 24 hours. To lure in the trucker business, we offered free coffee with their meal from midnight to six a.m. An identical billboard was put up west of town.

			There had been more applicants than available positions when we opened the Viking. It wasn’t difficult to find people willing to work an overnight shift. Meghan had been a trooper about me working the overnight during finals week. She wasn’t about to put up with it on a regular basis.

			The nighttime quiet of Central Valley’s Main Street was soon shattered by the rattle of idling diesel engines. We were promptly paid a visit by Sergeant Kelly. It seemed that many residents of the town were unhappy with the noise. Getting a trucker to shut his diesel down is as difficult as asking him to part with a kidney. We tried to serve the truckers quickly, so Sergeant Kelly didn’t have a field day writing citations.

			My job became more manager than cook. We had over twenty employees working between all the shifts. Cooks, waitresses, busboys, and cashiers had to be hired and trained. Scheduling was always a challenge when your staff consists primarily of high school and college students. You had to be aware of semester breaks, dances, and proms.

			The first full year of operating the new venture was uncharted territory as we grappled with the problems of a growing business. We had a huge payroll, bank loans, and a dozen new suppliers that had to be managed. Being a landlord came with a unique set of problems. I got to know plumbers, electricians, and locksmiths better than I would have liked.

		

	
		
			Bottom of the Seventh Inning

			Having a business that is open twenty-four seven is daunting. Obviously, it wasn’t possible for me to be there all the time, but the complexity of our newly expanded business required so much more of my time. My biggest challenge was balancing my home and work life. My wife and kids were more important than the business, yet I needed the business to take care of my wife and kids.

			Holes in the work schedule often required me to work a shift at the grill. Working the grill was like therapy for me. I didn’t have to answer the phone or deal with problems while I was cooking. Working at the grill didn’t seem like work, but it still took stamina to be on my feet all day. The interaction and conversation with the regular customers compensated for the physical discomfort.

			One of my favorite regulars was Professor Murry. Every time he came in for breakfast, I remembered the panic I felt facing my flunk-or-be-fired dilemma. I’ve often wondered where my life would have gone had I refused to cook breakfast for him that morning.

			At the beginning of the spring semester, the good Professor was sitting on his usual seat at the counter when he said, “Mr. Duffy, your business seems to be a success.”

			“Well, sir, it was a struggle getting it off the ground. So far, we’re pleased with the results.”

			“Mr. Duffy, did you hear I was offered the opportunity to chair the Business Department at North Eastern State?” he asked.

			I had tried for a number of years to get him to stop calling me Mr. Duffy. He was too set in his ways. All of his students, current and former, were Mr. or Ms.

			“That sounds like a great opportunity, Professor. We’re going to miss you,” I replied.

			Laughing, he said, “No, you won’t, I turned them down.”

			I waited for an explanation.

			“I turned down the offer because they don’t have a Chet’s restaurant at North Eastern,” he said. “It’s not just because I love the food.”

			He paused to take in another mouthful of his hash browns and wash them down with a sip of coffee.

			“The Business Department at Central Valley has had any number of successful graduates. I finally have the opportunity to watch one build a business.”

			His answer floored me because I was pretty sure he was referring to me.

			“Mr. Duffy, as I recall, you were an average student.” He was completely serious when he said it.

			I laughed and replied, “That’s very generous of you to say, sir. As I recall, I only got up to average on my better days. It’s a miracle I passed some of your classes.”

			He didn’t disagree with my recollection.

			Smiling, he said, “Chet told me how hard you were working to put yourself through school. I decided your work ethic entitled you to some extra credit. I always rounded your grade up one level.”

			“I suppose I should thank you for that courtesy. By my senior year I was questioning, every day, whether a diploma was worth the effort. My GPA wasn’t going to get me a job. I came very close to dropping out of school.”

			“Mr. Duffy, a good GPA is useless without a good work ethic. This, coincidentally, brings me to a favor I would like to ask of you and Chet. I’m teaching a Senior Research class this semester, and I would like to assign a group of students to do a report on your restaurant.”

			Senior Research is probably the most daunting class a business student is required to take at Central Valley. You are assigned to a team of five students and given a project to complete. Sometimes it involves a local company and requires onsite investigation. Sometimes it requires research of published material on a national company. Some projects investigate a concept or idea.

			My team’s project was to study the feasibility of building a shopping mall in Central Valley. (The mall we determined would be impractical was doing a booming business out by the Interstate interchange. I’m glad they couldn’t change our transcripts.)

			Professor Murry continued, “The students I want to assign to you are all Dean’s List students and are brilliant in the classroom. Unfortunately, I don’t believe any of them has any idea what goes on in a real business. None of them has ever worked so much as a part-time job.”

			Saying no to Professor Murry was impossible. I told him I’d be happy to work with his students. Arriving home after work, the boys were both asleep. Meghan had just finished the dishes and was watching television.

			She saw how tired I was and had me sit on the floor, in front of her, while she massaged my neck and shoulders. Meghan had traded her career as a nurse for the opportunity to be a stay-at-home mom, but she still had that healing magic in her hands.

			“Professor Murry was in today,” I told her. “He wants to assign a group of students to do a Senior Research project at Chet’s.”

			“That sounds like it could be fun,” she replied.

			“I just don’t know how I’ll find the time. I feel guilty as it is spending so much time at the restaurant. I’m afraid the boys won’t know me soon.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous, you’re a good dad.”

			She leaned down, hugged me, and then ran her finger over the scar on my nose. She started to laugh and said, “I was talking on the phone with my mom. She was telling me Dad keeps raving about how well the restaurant is doing. He thinks you’re a genius and wishes you had accepted his job offer. Mom reminded him that he tried to run you off when we first met. He told her he was glad you didn’t scare easy.”

			“He had me plenty scared,” I admitted. “I just kept my eyes on the prize.”

			Meghan said, “Go ahead and work with the students. I can always bring the boys to Chet’s for dinner. Robbie gets a kick out of watching you at the Grill.”

			A few weeks later, I had my first meeting with Professor Murry’s students. The project leaders were Shellie Hart and Stuart Samuels. They arrived dressed for a business meeting. The three guys wore suits and ties; the ladies sported skirts, blouses, and blazers.

			Stuart led off, “Mr. Duffy, we want to thank you for taking time out of your busy schedule for this meeting. Professor Murry speaks highly of you, and we’re very excited to have this opportunity to study your business.”

			“I’m not sure I’m all that brilliant. I think the good Professor just likes our food,” I replied.

			I was trying to loosen things up, and they politely laughed. Professor Murry had them wound up pretty tight. I didn’t see the need for business attire, and I didn’t like them calling me Mr. Duffy. They were not that much younger than me.

			“There are a couple of ground rules I’d like to establish for this study. First off, my dad is Mr. Duffy, my name is Randy. Second, every day here is casual Friday, so please dress accordingly.”

			They seemed to appreciate the informality. Stuart stated that the research project had a specific goal. They apologized for not being able to tell me the exact purpose of the study. Professor Murry wanted the group to find their own answers.

			Shellie talked about the data they would like to collect and asked if I could spare an hour or two a week for the project. I asked that they call before coming in and told them I would do my best to give them the time they needed.

			When I arrived home from work, Meghan was eager to hear about the students.

			“I think it’s going to be fun if I can get them to stop calling me sir.”

			Meghan laughed. “Feeling like an old man?”

			“Something like that.”

			“Make sure you invite them over, so I can meet them.”

			A week later, I was scheduled to meet with Stuart and Shellie at four in the afternoon. Their jaws dropped when they came in and found me working at the grill.

			“You own the restaurant, and you still cook?” Stuart asked.

			“I’m only a part owner,” I told him. “Besides, most people would think being able to cook is an asset when you own a restaurant.”

			“Did you start out as a cook?” Shellie asked.

			“Oh, no, I started bussing tables and washing dishes. I had to work my way up to cook,” I explained.

			Somewhat sheepishly, Stuart said, “But you have a degree in accounting. I didn’t expect to see you wearing an apron.”

			“I do have a degree, and I am the bookkeeper. I’m also the manager, a cook, and, once in a while, the janitor. In a business this size you do whatever needs to be done.

			“Are you two hungry?” I asked. “It’s almost dinner time, let me fix you something. It’ll be my treat.”

			“Oh, we couldn’t let you do that,” Shellie protested.

			“How can you research a restaurant and not try the food?” I countered.

			“I’ve heard the chili is good,” Stuart admitted.

			“You’re a senior and have never had the best chili in the valley? How is that possible?” I asked.

			“I lived in the dorms, all four years, and had a meal plan in the cafeteria,” he replied.

			“How about you, Shellie? What can I get for you?”

			“A bowl of the soup would be great,” she said.

			I turned toward the grill to fill their orders and flip a couple of hamburgers. Long ago, I had figured out how Chet could hear every word spoken in the restaurant. Sound bounces off the grill’s stainless-steel backsplash. Conversations going on behind you sound like they are happening in front of you.

			Shellie and Stuart were speaking to one another in a way that made me think they were more than just classmates. Excusing herself, Shellie got up to use the ladies’ room. As she turned away from the counter, I realized she was wearing a Central Valley cheerleader jacket.

			“Are you two dating?” I discreetly asked.

			Stuart sat back on his stool and asked, “How did you know?”

			Just a lucky guess,” I replied.

			“Professor Murry told us to act professionally, at all times, during this project. I guess we’re not doing too well if you figured that out already.”

			“Don’t worry, Stuart, your secret is safe with me,” I assured him. “She’s a very attractive young lady. You’re a lucky guy.”

			“We’ve been dating a little over a year. I’m not even sure how it happened. We had so many of the same classes, we worked on projects together, and then one day she asked me on a date. I never would have had the nerve to ask her out.”

			“I know how you feel, Stuart. My wife had to ask me out on our first date,” I admitted.

			Acting as if he didn’t hear what I had told him, he slumped forward on his stool and leaned his elbows on the counter.

			“I don’t know how much longer it’s going to last. Other guys are always swarming around her. It’s only a matter of time until she finds someone else.”

			“Stuart, did it ever occur to you she might see something in you that you don’t see in yourself?” I asked.

			Sitting back up straight on his stool, it appeared he was contemplating my question.

			I offered him my best advice: “Keep your eyes on the prize, and ignore everything else.”

			Shellie returned to her seat, and I placed their meals on the counter. Stuart took a taste of the chili and said, “Oh, man, this is incredibly good! I can’t believe I didn’t try this sooner. I’ve missed out on this for three and a half years.”

			Shellie reached over with her soup spoon to take a taste and reacted in similar fashion. Suddenly, she realized it wasn’t professional to be eating out of her coworker’s bowl. Shellie looked at Stuart and blushed.

			“It’s okay, he figured us out already,” Stuart told her.

			Between the two of them, the bowl was quickly emptied. Knowing they would be embarrassed to ask for seconds, I placed another bowl for each of them on the counter.

			“So, when is the next meeting for Team Chet?” I asked.

			Shellie laughed. “I like the sound of that. We should put that on t-shirts.”

			Stuart nodded in agreement, then answered my question, “We wanted to bring the entire team in one day next week to talk to you about the history of the restaurant.”

			“I’m going to have to insist that you change the meeting place to my house. My wife wants to meet the team and find out what’s new on campus.”

			Looking at Shellie, I said, “My wife has a jacket just like yours. I know she’ll want to talk with you about cheering. We haven’t been to a football game since our first son was born.”

			“Your wife was a Central Valley cheerleader?” Shellie asked.

			“All four years,” I replied.

			Stuart had a surprised look on his face.

			“Are you sure it’s not an imposition?” he asked.

			“I spend too much time here as it is. I’d like to see my family once in a while,” I replied.

			In hindsight, it was a mistake to meet at the house. Meghan, naturally, put out a table full of food. College students being what they are, the first hour was spent emptying the table. Shellie and Meghan spent most of the time bonding over their cheerleader experiences. Precious little work was accomplished.

			The project eventually progressed, and we held regular meetings in the restaurant. The group was enthralled with our new computerized accounting system. I showed them how transactions were processed and printed an income statement and balance sheet. Stuart’s eyes lit up when he saw the numbers.

			The night before their class presentation, we met at the Grill. The group had a team dinner together and, when they were finished, Stuart presented me with a gift.

			“Randy, this has been a great experience, and we want to thank you for everything you’ve done for us. Don’t tell Professor Murry, but we learned more here than in his class.”

			I opened the gift box and found a Central Valley baseball jersey. Team Chet was stitched on the back. Shellie said, “We were going to get you a football jersey, but Meghan said you were a baseball fan.”

			Going into the on-campus presentation, I couldn’t help feeling nervous. The group was not allowed to tell me the purpose of their study. At the back of my mind was the thought that Professor Murry had somehow set up the team to fail. When he first asked about letting the group use Chet’s for their project, he mentioned their lack of work experience. He didn’t think they had any idea what went on in a real business. It occurred to me that I would have to pick apart their presentation.

			The mere fact that I was sitting in my old classroom, in a business suit, made me uncomfortable. Having to critique the project findings was downright distressing. After the obligatory acknowledgments and thanks, the group unveiled their first slide. “Maximize Profitability of Chet’s Enterprises.” Given that two of the team members were finance majors and two were accounting majors, I had a bad feeling.

			After presenting a brief history of the establishment, its ownership, and its operations, they unveiled their recommendations. The lone marketing major in the group discussed our advertising methods and assessed their cost efficiency. The accountants talked about our inventory levels and calculated economic order quantities (that is, the factors that help you decide when to replenish your stock).

			I was pleased with what I had heard so far, but I knew where the presentation was eventually headed. Stuart and Shellie took over the report and launched into an analysis of our menu and pricing. They recommended reducing portion size on almost every item as a way of increasing profitability. Use medium eggs instead of extra-large. Use a quarter-pound hamburger instead of the one-third pound we were serving. Reduce beverage servings to twelve ounces from the current sixteen.

			On and on went the analysis, through each and every menu item. They had pages of calculations detailing savings and profits. They even calculated the savings of using disposal plates and cutlery instead of washing our plates. Chet and I could retire in couple of years if they were correct. Unfortunately, I knew they were wrong, and I was going to have to tell them so. They finished their presentation, and Professor Murry, smiling from the back of the classroom, looked at me.

			“Mr. Duffy, we would appreciate your thoughts on the presentation,” he said.

			He knew that, as bean counters, they would look at cutting costs without considering the effect on the quality of the product. He had set them up and was going to make me be the bad guy. He knew I couldn’t agree to their recommendations and was going to have to explain why they were wrong.

			I smiled back at Professor Murry and politely thanked him for the opportunity to address the class. Inside, I was cursing a blue streak. I remembered my dad taught me it was easier to criticize someone if you praised them first.

			I thanked the group for all their efforts and told them how enjoyable it was to work with them. I addressed each portion of their report, as it was presented. I told the marketing major I liked his analysis of our advertising expenditures. Chet and I would certainly take his ideas into consideration. The economic order quantities would be useful, but I did point out that we would have to adjust their numbers for seasonal fluctuations in our business.

			Finally, I had to address the suggestions for cutting back on portions.

			“You have put together some truly impressive calculations. As Professor Murry will attest, math was not my best subject. I would caution that just because an equation works on paper doesn’t mean it will work in real life. You have to look at the assumptions behind the equations.

			“We would definitely make more money, in the short run, by adopting your recommendations. However, we sell more than food in our restaurant. I like to think we sell a dining experience. Paper plates and disposable cutlery work well in a fast food environment. They would detract from the experience at Chet’s. It is also likely that the good citizens of Central Valley will know the omelet you propose we make is not the same as the one they ate last week. Likewise, smaller hamburgers, french fries, and drinks would not be well received.”

			Looking at Professor Murry, smirking, in the back of the classroom, I knew I was giving the analysis that was necessary.

			“I would like to see you recommend ways for us to give our customers more for their money, instead of less.”

			I said it as politely as I could, so as to not hurt their feelings. The look of chagrin on their faces made me believe I had failed miserably.

			Professor Murry broke the awkward silence. “Here you have two competing philosophies of how to run a business. The success or failure of your careers will depend on how well you apply them to your own business situation.”

			Meghan and I invited Professor Murry and the students to a cookout the weekend after the presentation. Everyone was invited to bring their significant other and, not surprisingly, Stuart and Shellie showed up together. Their hurt feelings were soothed by the good grade Professor Murry awarded the group for their project.

			When I was a college student, nothing tasted better than a steak. I loaded the barbecue grill to capacity with sizzling filets. Meghan made all the side dishes, and there were plenty of adult beverages.

			After everyone had their fill, Stuart proposed a toast. Holding his drink high, he proclaimed, “Here’s to the continued success of Chet’s Enterprises!”

			Everyone concurred with his proclamation, and the clinking of glasses and beer bottles continued for some time.

			I held my glass up and said, “Businesses come and go, careers rise and fall, but your family is forever.”

			Shellie looked at Stuart and smiled.

		

	
		
			Top of the Eighth Inning

			The widely believed folk tale that the first sign of spring involves the sighting of a robin is completely false. The earliest and most accurate harbinger of spring is the reporting of pitchers and catchers to training camp.

			That event having passed, the Duffy Family was eagerly awaiting the opening day of the regular season. During our engagement, friends tried to warn us that a mixed marriage would never work. A Phillies fan and a Pirates fan could never find happiness together. We took pains to prove them wrong.

			The Duffy Family was evenly divided in baseball loyalty. Our nine-year-old son, Robbie, was firmly in the Phillies camp. Seven-year-old Nick was attempting to curry his mother’s favor by siding with her Buccos. Family harmony was maintained by strict adherence to a set of ground rules.

			If only one of our teams was on television, all family members watching the game must root for said team. In the event that both teams were televised simultaneously, a coin toss determined who got to watch the good TV and who had to watch on the basement television.

			When the Phillies played the Pirates, battle lines were drawn down the center of the family room. Pittsburgh fans on one side, Philadelphia fans on the other. No discussion between sides was permitted. There was much more at stake in this rivalry than bragging rights. At the end of each season, the team with the best record ruled the house during the off season.

			“Ruling the house” might require the losing family members to wear the winning team’s jersey and cap for a day of the winner’s choosing. It didn’t matter if that involved school, work, supermarket, or church. Additionally, the victorious side won the right to decorate the family room with their team’s memorabilia for the entire off season. The most coveted prize was the right to plan a weekend road trip to their team’s stadium the next season. As vacation time remained a rare commodity for me, this trip was one of our few chances to get away.

			The restaurant had been more successful than I ever imagined, but success had come at a price. Chet would still work seven days a week at the grill, but he wanted nothing to do with running the business.

			He frequently reminded me, “You’re the college boy.”

			Everything to do with management fell to me. When Chet and Dolores offered me the job, bookkeeping was the only duty other than cooking that was mentioned. Now I was responsible for running the entire business. I also got to be the landlord for the bookstore and apartments, which demanded almost as much of my time as the restaurant.

			When we paid down more of our debt, I was going to hire more help. My conservative nature just wouldn’t let me spend the extra money when we had so many loans to repay. I scrimped and saved for so much of my life that I didn’t feel comfortable taking on additional expenses.

			The battle over home life and work raged nonstop in my brain ever since Meghan and I were married. While my job was very rewarding, time spent with my family was infinitely more enjoyable. I made two resolutions on New Year’s Day. The first was that I was going to coach Robbie’s baseball team in the spring. The restaurant would have to survive without me for a couple of hours a week. The second was that the Duffy Family would take a two-week vacation as soon as Robbie’s baseball season ended. I hadn’t had a two-week vacation since Chet gave me time off as a graduation gift.

			Robbie inherited my love of baseball and his Uncle Ricky’s athletic ability. Since he first put a baseball glove on, at the age of three, everything to do with the sport had come naturally to him. It’s as if he lived a past life as a major leaguer.

			Many kids say baseball is too slow. More kids in Central Valley were playing soccer than baseball and football combined. Some of the baseball fields in the town park had even been converted to soccer fields.

			To me, the best thing about baseball is the pace of the game. You never run out of time in a baseball game, you run out of outs. Sports with a clock inevitably resort to clock management. The game changes as you try to either conserve or kill time. In baseball, you can be down five runs with two out in the bottom of the ninth and still have a chance to win the game. It doesn’t often happen, but the possibility always kept me from turning the channel.

			There is so much strategy that goes into a baseball game that I appreciated the time between pitches. Does the pitcher show fastball to set up an off-speed pitch? Does the batter take a pitch or swing away? Do you put the runners in motion to avoid the double play? The variables are endless, which in my view only adds to the enjoyment of the game.

			When Robbie first watched games with me, our conversations centered on learning the rules. He had those mastered by the time he was five. From then on we talked strategy. During one crucial bases loaded, no outs, situation I posed a question to him.

			“You’re the manager, what do you do? Are you going to play the infield in and try to cut off the run at the plate or do you concede the run and set your infield at double play depth?”

			He chose double play just as the manager did. He felt like a genius when the batter grounded into the desired twin killing. Discussing strategy became an integral element of watching baseball.

			My son Nicholas enjoys baseball, although his favorite sport is soccer. I’m happy to kick the ball around in the backyard, but I know next to nothing about the sport. It was embarrassing to watch his games and have to keep asking other parents to explain every call.

			It was somewhat distressing to Meghan that neither of her boys played a sport that involved cheerleaders. Her instincts often got the better of her, and she frequently tried to get the parents cheering in unison. When one of her babies had been wronged, in the course of a game, my prim and proper wife turned soccer hooligan in an instant. She would have no difficulty fitting right in with the Veterans Stadium 700 level crowd.

			The idea of coaching a baseball team frightened me, even if it was only a team of nine-year-olds. The long-buried demons of my playing days were beginning to resurrect themselves. The realization that I never accomplished anything on a baseball field haunted me. How could I expect my players to do things I couldn’t do?

			At the first practice I knew I had to exude confidence. Leaving the boys to loosen up their arms with a game of catch, I addressed their parents. I introduced myself and issued my ground rules for the season.

			“Parents, please remember that this season is about kids playing a kids’ game. No matter what happens, do not say anything negative about any player. Also, keep in mind that coaches coach and parents cheer. Don’t confuse or distract the boys by trying to coach from the bleachers.”

			These were my rules based on my experiences as a kid, as a spectator, and as a parent. I offered a few more suggestions to the parents.

			“If we win every game, the mayor will not close down Main Street for a victory parade. If we lose every game, the Central Valley Police Department will not confiscate their gloves. Everyone has paid the same registration fee, so all the boys will get equal playing time. Personally, I’ll be happy if we win as many games as we lose and the boys finish the season with all their teeth.”

			The last statement had no sooner left my lips when a chorus rose up among the boys playing catch.

			“Coach Randy, Coach Randy, come quick!”

			One of the boys was lying on the ground holding his hands to his face. Alex Collins had used his face instead of his glove to catch a ball. Both his face and ego were bruised. Each coach was issued a first aid kit with the team’s equipment. I used the first of two chemical ice packs that came with the kit.

			Alex sat on the bench, with the ice pack, while practice resumed. I was hitting ground balls to the fielders when I saw Alex’s mom approaching the bench. I knew from personal, painful experience that a nine-year-old boy is embarrassed after taking a ball in the chops. Teasing and ribbing from his teammates were sure to follow. The last thing he wanted was to have his mother doting over him as everyone watched.

			“He’ll be fine, he just needs a minute,” I said.

			My tone was probably more dismissive than it should have been. I was more concerned with her son’s well-being than her need to mother. The daggers in her eyes indicated an apology might be necessary after practice.

			I did feel vindicated when Alex returned to the field moments later. Trying to get him in the flow of things, I hit the next two grounders to him. The first went right between his legs. The second bounced up and hit him in the chest. To his credit, he shook off the bad hop and chased after the ball. I avoided hitting anything else his way for the reminder of the drill. There was only one more ice pack left in the kit.

			After practice I was putting the equipment away when Mrs. Collins approached with fire in her eyes. Taking a very nasty tone, she lit into me. “I’m sorry if my son is not as talented as yours. Not everyone is so fortunate. I don’t know what you expect out of Alex, but if you don’t want him on your team, let me know. I’ll find somewhere else for him to play.”

			I was expecting her to rip me but in my defense, I never said anything negative about Alex. The jab at my son was also not appreciated. Robbie was the best player on the team and probably the league. To his credit, he never showed off or showed anyone up. To the contrary, he would go out of his way to help other kids.

			Mrs. Collins finished her tirade, but I could see she was still fuming. Realizing how defensive my wife was about her children, I tried to dial down the intensity level.

			“Mrs. Collins, these boys are nine years old. I don’t expect any of them to know how to play. I do expect them to play better in the last game of the season than they did in the first.”

			Realizing that she may have misjudged me, her demeanor softened.

			“I’m sorry, it’s just that he loves baseball so much, and he’s not very good at it. He puts his uniform on as soon as he gets up in the morning. He has to be the first one at the field, and I can never get him back in the car after a game.”

			It occurred to me, as she was talking, that the baseball gods have a sense of humor. Alex was much like I was at his age. This would be revenge for all the coaches who had to deal with the nine-year-old version of me.

			“Alex’s dad is in the navy, and he’s often at sea. I’m living here with my parents until he can get shore duty. I don’t know anything about baseball, so I can’t help him. Last year his coach just stuck him in the outfield and never tried to teach him anything.”

			I told her, “I’ll always be at practice a half hour early. Since Alex likes to be the first one at the field, I’ll be happy to work with him before practice.”

			True to her word, Alex and mom were thirty minutes early at the next practice. Remembering what a coach had done for me, I brought a rubber ball to practice. I threw the ball to him a couple of times to see where we needed to begin.

			Baseball does not come naturally to many kids, and Alex’s problem was not unique. When he tried to catch the ball, he would hold his glove straight out in front of him, with the palm up. Unless the ball hit the glove at a perfect angle, it would skip right off. If the throw was high, it would hit the heel of the glove and carom into his face. That’s how he was hurt in the first practice.

			I told him to hold his glove arm straight out to his side. Then I told him to bend his elbow and make the letter L with his arm. I turned his glove, so it faced towards me. While he held the glove open, I soft tossed the rubber ball directly into the pocket of the glove. All he had to do was squeeze the glove closed as the ball hit. After several tosses he started to get the feel of catching this way. I tossed a few to his left so he had to move the glove to the ball.

			Looking at Mrs. Collins, I said, “Mom, this is something you and Alex can do in your back yard.”

			She beamed at the thought of being able to do something to help her son. We had three weeks to get ready for the season. Alex showed up early for every practice. As he gained confidence, we switched to the hard ball used in the games. When I thought he was ready, I told him I was going to toss the ball directly at his face. I showed him how to position his glove and move his face out of the way, so he could look the ball into his glove. Next, we worked on turning his body and back handing the ball thrown to his right.

			By the time the season opened he was on a par with most of the other kids on the team. His enthusiasm and willingness to work had produced results. I think there had always been a baseball player inside Alex; he just needed some help to bring it out.

			Nine-year-olds have limited physical ability. In the course of the season their hitting and fielding would only improve to the limits of their physical capabilities. Their ability to learn the game was significantly greater. My practices stressed learning the game of baseball.

			We constantly practiced game situations. I would put runners on base and give the number of outs. What do you do if the ball is hit to you? I must have asked each player a hundred times. What do you do if there are no outs, if there is one out, if there are two outs?

			Likewise, I preached base running. What do you do if the ball is hit on the ground? What if it is hit in the air? When is there a force play? When is there a tag play? Know the situation! Know the situation! Know the situation! I repeated it until they were sick of hearing it.

			Alex successfully fielded a couple of grounders and caught a pop up in the first games of the season. He even chipped in a few base hits. One thing the extra work didn’t produce was a smile. I didn’t know if he was serious or sad, but I never saw him smile. When I asked his mother about it, she said he just missed his dad.

			The season progressed, and I began to doubt that my goal of winning as many games as we lost could be achieved. Remembering that a good coach finds ways to motivate his players, I made an offer to the team. We needed to win three of our last four games to break even. If we accomplished that, I promised cheeseburgers and ice cream at Chet’s for the whole team. The kids’ focus immediately sharpened. We arrived at the last game of the season one win away from our goal.

			The game came down to the final inning. We were clinging to a one-run lead in the bottom of the sixth and final inning. The home team had runners on second and third with one out. Their clean-up hitter was at the plate, and I knew our pitcher was overmatched.

			He hit a line drive on the first pitch, and my heart sank as I realized we would lose the game. The runners, seeing a sure base hit, had broken for home at the crack of the bat.

			Second baseman Alex Collins took two quick steps to his right and laid himself out parallel to the ground. With a desperate lunge of his glove hand, he speared the ball out of the air. He landed heavily but bounced up as if on springs. Alex then calmly walked over to second base and stomped on the bag.

			The runners vainly tried to scramble back to base, but it was too late. The umpire barked, “The batter’s out!” Quickly followed by, “The runner’s out!”

			The elapsed time from the crack of the bat to the bark of the umpire was equivalent to a flash of lightning followed by a clap of thunder. The field would not have been more stunned had it been a bolt from above. Several heartbeats elapsed before anyone realized the game was over.

			A roar arose from the bleachers as the shock wore off. Sitting next to Mrs. Collins, in the stands, was a man in a crisp white naval uniform. Alex’s dad made it home for the season finale. Looking up into the stands and seeing his dad, cheering wildly, Alex finally smiled. His teammates mobbed him, and Alex started to laugh. I’m not sure which of us felt better at that moment. The baseball demons that had haunted me were instantly exorcised.

			We lined up to shake hands with the opposing team. We repeated the time-honored refrain—good game, good game—and I walked across the infield without feeling like a fraud. I had finally accomplished something in the game of baseball.

			Gathered with the team in the dugout, I gave a quick end-of-season speech thanking players and parents alike. The date for cheeseburgers and ice cream was announced, and I wished everyone a good summer. The first parent at the dugout door was Alex’s dad.

			“That was a great catch and a smart play to double up the runner,” he said to Alex.

			Alex replied with the coolness of a seasoned veteran, “Well, Dad, you just have to know the situation.”

			One by one the players filed out to meet their parents. There was a chorus of, “Thanks, coach, great season, coach.”

			I was putting the equipment away when I realized one parent had remained behind. Alex’s teary-eyed mom stood alone at the dugout entrance. A feeling of panic overwhelmed me. Tears are contagious! I can’t start balling here in the dugout.

			Too emotional to speak, she mouthed a thank you and walked away.

			It’s an amazing game that makes a sad kid laugh and a happy mother cry!

			The next day we were making our way east on Interstate 80, heading for the Pennsylvania Turnpike. My thoughts bounced back and forth between the finish to the baseball season and the soon to be realized vacation at the Jersey Shore.

			I believe it’s possible to experience a taste of heaven on earth in a place called Stone Harbor, New Jersey. Stone Harbor is a small barrier island community sandwiched between the much more well-known towns of Wildwood and Ocean City.

			The happiest days of my childhood were spent there in the 1960s. My grandfather owned a modest two-bedroom cottage there, and we had use of it for one magical week each summer. The happiest and saddest days of the entire year were experienced during each one-week vacation.

			The absolute best day of the year occurred when the family station wagon was packed up for the drive to Stone Harbor. The most I can say about that day is that I looked forward to it more than baseball. The saddest day of the year always occurred one week later when we packed the car for the drive back to Philadelphia.

			Stone Harbor is the kind of town where you don’t have to lock your doors at night. I’m sure crimes occurred, or they wouldn’t have a police department. In reality you didn’t even have to close the front door. Windows and doors were often left open at night to allow the ocean breezes to cool the house.

			The beach was the main attraction for me. A beach is like a baseball field in so many ways. I wanted to be the first person on the beach each morning. Arriving before the lifeguards, I would stay until long after they were gone. Every evening the beach would be deserted, for a brief time, as people returned home for dinner. When I was the last person on the beach, it was time to call it a day.

			An empty beach was too much like an empty baseball field. It would be too depressing for me to stay any longer. I’d walk back to our house, but it’s not like I had to be home for dinner. My parents were usually deeply engrossed in cocktail hour by five-thirty each evening. Ricky and I were given a couple of dollars and free run of the town.

			My favorite activity was miniature golf. Ricky’s baseball prowess didn’t translate to the sport of mini golf. It was the one sport I could beat him on a regular basis. Afterward, we’d buy ice cream and walk across Third Avenue to the bay. We would skip stones across the water and see who could get the most bounces. The competition would usually last until the sun disappeared into the bay.

			One of our favorite activities was beachcombing. My brother and I would be up with the sun and roaming the beach. Every morning we’d set out to see what had washed in with the tide. We imagined every piece of driftwood was from a sunken ship. We’d guess at the destination and cargo of each passing freighter. It was an absolute certainty that a pirate treasure was buried somewhere in the sand dunes. It was the perfect place to be a kid.

			My grandfather passed away when I was in high school, and the shore house was sold. I hadn’t been back to Stone Harbor in twenty years, although I had often dreamt of it. It took some convincing to make the shore our vacation destination. Meghan’s parents owned a lakeside cabin in the Pocono Mountains. The little time we had for vacation was usually spent at the lake. It’s a beautiful place, and it didn’t cost us anything to use. That’s a tough combination to beat. In our part of Pennsylvania, the battle between the Jersey Shore and Pocono Mountains is as heated as Phillies versus Pirates.

			Halfway through our drive, Meghan felt the need to give me a hard time. “Tell me, again, why we’re not going to the cabin. At the cabin we have a lake and a boat. What are we going to do on a beach?” She was half serious and half unhappy.

			I told her, “During the day, the boys are going to swim in the ocean, ride the waves, and play on the beach. At night, they’re going to roam the town and give us some time to ourselves.”

			She seemed to like the idea of having time to ourselves. There were a few more items on my agenda.

			“During the day, you and I are going to sit on the beach and watch the tide roll in. Then we’re going to sit on the beach and watch the tide roll back out. After the sand has absorbed every last trace of stress from our consciousness, we’re going to have drinks on the deck.”

			With a smile, she said, “Okay, we’ll give it a try.”

			We drove down the causeway from the mainland and crossed the drawbridge over the bay. Entering town on Ninety-Sixth Street, it seemed as if I had traveled back in time. Ninety-Sixth Street is to Stone Harbor as Main Street is to Central Valley. My brother and I had spent many a summer night here wandering among the stores that stretched from the beach to the bay.

			Many of the stores were just as I remembered, but large sections of the street had been razed and rebuilt. My first thought was to look for my grandfather’s old house. I turned south on Third Avenue and drove the eleven blocks to One Hundred Seventh Street. As a boy I had walked these same blocks so many times that I knew every crack in the sidewalk. Turning onto One Hundred Seventh Street, I found the house just as I remembered it. It seemed wrong for someone else to be living there.

			Our first day on the beach was exactly as I had hoped. The weather was perfect, with a very pleasant ocean breeze keeping the temperature comfortable. The boys had a blast riding the waves on their boogie boards and playing soccer on the beach.

			Nicholas lost some of his mother’s favor when he was overheard telling Robbie the ocean was much better than the lake. As was my custom, we were on the beach early and we stayed late. When the lifeguards had gone and it was nearing time for us to leave, a very relaxed Meghan made a concession.

			“Okay, I get it now,” she said. “We can come back tomorrow.”

			The beach seemed so familiar; it felt as if I had been here the day before. It didn’t seem possible that twenty years had elapsed since my last visit. While there had been many changes in the town, the beach seemed eternal.

			Looking to the south, the view of Wildwood was just as I remembered. Wildwood represented the Promised Land to me as a kid. The huge boardwalk was clearly visible, and at night the lights on the rides beckoned me to experience paradise. It seemed so close that I was sure I could walk there on my own. Unfortunately, a large body of water called Hereford Inlet stood between me and my goal.

			Like Moses, I was destined never to reach my Promised Land. My dad was not a fan of boardwalks, and no amount of pleading could change his mind. Besides, taking the kids to Wildwood would have interrupted his cocktail hour.

			Looking to the north seemed like staring into eternity. The beach and ocean played out endlessly until they met the sky on the horizon. On several occasions, my brother and I attempted to walk to Townsend Inlet at the north end of the Island. After a mile or two, still with no end in sight, we always gave up.

			Now, folding my beach chair for the walk home, I realized I had forgotten one crucial element of a perfect beach day. The afternoon beach nap was essential, and I had been so excited to be back that I had neglected this requirement. Not to worry, there’s always tomorrow.

		

	
		
			Bottom of the Eighth Inning

			My mother told me each summer, as we packed the car to leave Stone Harbor, “All good things must come to an end.” Our summer vacation and our summer came to an end. Back at work I found myself caught up in the tides of the restaurant business.

			Year after year the tide of business rolled in and it rolled out. While the pull of the moon controls the tides on the beach, the school calendar controlled the tides of our business. Back-to-school shoppers kept us busy in the weeks before the local schools reopened. High school sporting events brought in large crowds.

			The biggest tidal surges always came from the college. Traffic backed up from Main Street to the Interstate when the dorms opened. Home football games drew thousands of people to Central Valley. The biggest weekend of the year was always homecoming. It’s like Mardi Gras as the streets fill up with alums. The best part was they all had to eat.

			Homecoming was my favorite weekend of the year. The restaurant was always filled with friends who returned to visit. One year, Stuart Samuels called and said he and Shellie were going to be in town. I hadn’t seen them since Meghan and I attended their wedding a few years earlier. Stuart said he wanted to introduce me to someone.

			Chet’s was packed on that Saturday night of homecoming weekend. People waited in a line that stretched out the door and down the block. A limousine pulled up to the front door and a familiar face emerged. It was Stuart, accompanied by the person I supposed he wanted me to meet.

			“Randy, it’s great to see you!” Stuart exclaimed. “We dropped Shellie off at your house, so she and Meghan can get current.”

			“That’s too bad. I was more interested in seeing her than you,” I deadpanned. “Just what was it she ever saw in you?”

			We both had a good laugh.

			“Is Chet around?” Stuart asked.

			“Chet discovered fishing,” I told him. “If it’s cold here, he’s fishing in the Gulf of Mexico. He spends half the winter there now that he and Dolores bought a beachfront condo. If it’s warm here, he’s on his bass boat somewhere on the Susquehanna.”

			Stuart turned to the gentleman who was accompanying him.

			“Randy, I’d like you to meet Bob Jacobs. He’s the CEO of Jacobs International Investors and my boss.”

			Bob reached out to shake my hand and said, “Pleased to meet you, Randy.”

			Then he smiled and said, “I’m going to call you Randy because Stuart tells me that Mr. Duffy is your dad.”

			I looked at Stuart and said, “Glad you remembered the ground rules.”

			I gave them a quick tour of the Viking Room and Grill, then I took the reserved sign off booth six as we sat down.

			“You have no idea how hard it was to keep people out of this booth,” I said. “These alums get pretty rowdy when they’re hungry.”

			Bob looked around admiringly and said, “This is quite a business you have, Randy.”

			“Well, we do okay,” I said. “You’re seeing us on our busiest day of the year.”

			“Don’t be so modest,” he replied. “Stuart has not stopped talking about you, Chet’s, or the best chili in the valley since he came to work for my firm.”

			Stuart looked embarrassed, but that didn’t stop Mr. Jacobs.

			“He’s even tried to convince me that our company needs to be in the restaurant business.”

			Remembering how much Stuart enjoyed the chili, I had two bowls brought over to the table. Stuart dove right into his, while Bob was a little more hesitant. He sampled a small spoonful as if it was a glass of wine. He must have approved of the vintage because a broad smile appeared on his face. His second taste was a heaping spoonful.

			“I can see why Stuart is a fan,” he said.

			He finished the rest of the bowl and talked about the great job Stuart was doing for his firm.

			“In our business, you have to be good with numbers. Numbers, alone, don’t always tell the whole story. Stuart is especially adept at understanding what’s behind the numbers.”

			Stuart’s look of embarrassment persisted while he remained silent. Apparently, he knew when it was the boss’s turn to speak.

			“Stuart has done a good deal of research and convinced me that we should be in the restaurant business. He also thinks we should model our business after Chet’s. We were wondering if you would be interested in possibly helping us make that happen.”

			He caught me off guard with his request. I didn’t see what I could possibly have to offer.

			I hesitated before saying, “Mr. Jacobs, I’m flattered. Stuart already knows a lot about my business. Why do you need me?”

			They laughed in unison, and now it was my turn to be embarrassed, as I didn’t get the joke.

			Stuart looked at Mr. Jacobs and said, “I told you he was humble.”

			Mr. Jacobs said, “Let me try and explain how my company works.”

			He pulled a hundred-dollar bill out of his pocket and placed it on the table.

			“We have a lot of these. It’s just a piece of paper with a portrait and some numbers. The amazing thing is you can exchange this piece of paper for almost anything. You can pay your rent with it, fill your car with gasoline, or buy dinner here at Chet’s.”

			He picked the bill up and admired it.

			“Next year, it will take more of these to pay your rent or buy gasoline. Do you think you’ll be raising prices on your menu next year?”

			I smiled but didn’t interrupt.

			He pushed the hundred-dollar bill to the center of the table as he reached into the pocket of his jacket. With his free hand he pointed to the single bill.

			“We invest in people and businesses that can help us grow this into . . . this.”

			He pulled his hand out of his coat pocket and produced a wad of hundred-dollar bills. He placed them on the table and smiled.

			“When the investment makes a profit, we take back what we put into it.”

			He took one of the hundred-dollar bills off the table and pointed to the remainder.

			“Then we negotiate an equitable way of splitting the profit with the people who help produce it.”

			I looked down at the money and then up at Bob.

			“Mr. Jacobs, you have my undivided attention,” I told him.

			He looked to Stuart to present his portion of the pitch.

			“Randy, I’ve already identified over fifty potential locations. These are college towns with a population at least as large as Central Valley, situated near an Interstate. All of these locations have a Main Street shopping district. I believe, with the right expertise, we could re-create Chet’s in many of these markets.”

			I asked Mr. Jacobs again, “What is it you want from me?”

			“Mostly, we want your knowledge of the industry and your eye for detail,” he replied.

			“We’ll also need recipes, especially for the chili. We’ll want the rights to the name, and we may want to use Chet’s or your likeness for advertising purposes. But you know, after seeing this place, I think we’d like to re-create the entire Grill in each of our new restaurants. This is authentic Americana. You can’t order stuff like this out of a catalog. I’d like to send some people in to take pictures and measurements.”

			“Bob, I had been thinking that the décor was getting a bit shabby. Honestly, I was thinking of remodeling in here,” I replied.

			“Randy, I love the feel of this place. It’s like it’s always been here. In fact, that’s what I love about the entire restaurant. It just fits seamlessly into the town,” Bob replied.

			“That’s what we were going for when we opened the Viking Room,” I proudly replied.

			“That’s what we want you to do for us,” Mr. Jacobs quickly replied. “We want you to help us blend our chain of restaurants into each location.”

			“I have to admit, it sounds like an attractive proposal. I’d have to discuss it with Chet. He’d obviously have to agree with the deal. My wife would have to agree to the deal, as well. It sounds like a lot of time away from the family.”

			Bob seemed to understand, “We don’t need an answer tonight. I know family time is important, but the financial rewards would be substantial.”

			Mr. Jacobs took a cab back to his hotel. Meghan and I, along with Stuart and Shellie, had a night on the town with the limo at our disposal. It was fun being chauffeured even though every bar in town was an easy walk from my house. Heads turned as our limo pulled up to each stop.

			For a couple of hours we relived college life. The entire town was full of alums, and we hit all our old college haunts. Except for the greying hair and expanding waistlines, I would have sworn it was 1979. I actually caught myself looking around to make sure guys weren’t hitting on Meghan.

			Every time Shellie and Meghan walked away, Stuart was talking business. Shellie didn’t like him talking shop while out socially.

			“Randy, I know it may sound scary at the moment. This idea will definitely work. Just imagine the profit fifty of your restaurants would generate.”

			“I have a good imagination, Stu. I just don’t know about all the time away from home,” I replied. “You and Shellie don’t have any kids. Just wait and see how you feel about being on the road when you have a houseful of little ones.”

			“Shellie wants to do the career thing first. We’ll talk about having kids later,” Stuart replied.

			I chuckled at his comment. “Talking about it isn’t how you do it, Stu.”

			Naturally, we ended the night at Donny’s. Hank bought the place a few years back, but he still did the bartending. He’d made a few improvements, and the place looked almost respectable.

			Stuart and Shellie were surprised when we asked to go to Donny’s.

			They turned up their noses in unison. “The townie bar?” they asked.

			After the deafening din of the previous bars, it was a pleasure to be able to sit and talk normally. A spirited shuffleboard match ensued after a brief lesson. Stuart and Shellie quickly realized why it was our favorite bar in town. Hank even stayed open late for us. We hadn’t had many opportunities to howl at the moon in recent years, and we relished the chance.

			Eventually, Stuart and Shellie had to get back to their hotel. We declined their offer to take us home in the limo. We wanted a little alone time before heading home. Meghan and I were the only customers left in the bar. Hank was in no hurry to close and told us to take our time.

			Meghan had both hands on the table, and the light caught her engagement ring. Every time I see that diamond, I remember the day we stood in front of the jewelry store. I can still feel her hands clamping down on my arm.

			“What’s Stuart’s big business deal?” Meghan asked.

			“How much did Shellie tell you?”

			“Not much.”

			“Stuart’s company wants to start a chain of Chet’s restaurants,” I said. “They have big plans for forty or fifty locations.”

			“That would literally put you and Chet on the map,” Meghan replied.

			With little enthusiasm, I said, “Oh, I don’t know. I have to talk it over with Chet, but I’m not even sure I want to do it.”

			“Why wouldn’t you?”

			“What good is it to be a success in business and a failure as a husband and father?”

			Meghan recoiled at my statement. “Wow! Where did that come from?”

			“I already live at the restaurant and just visit you and the boys once in a while. If I agree to this deal, I’ll be gone for weeks at a time,” I replied.

			“You work long hours to provide for the family you love. That’s the definition of a good husband and father.”

			“Maybe, but you deserve better from your husband,” I said. “You deserve better than me.”

			The long hours had been getting to me. I often thought about getting out of the restaurant business. I wanted a job where I could work from home and have more time with my family. It was all just a fantasy, though; there was no way I could let Chet down.

			Meghan spoke up angrily, “What was it you said to me when I asked you to my dance in college?”

			I didn’t answer because I was pretty sure the question was rhetorical.

			Answering her own question, she said, “You didn’t think you were in my league.”

			Still angry, she said, “You’ve never gotten over that, have you? You think I gave something up to marry you. Do you want me to tell you what I gave up?”

			Once again, the question was rhetorical.

			“All I gave up is a life of misery,” she said. “God forgive me for uttering his name, but I was so young when I met Eric, I didn’t know any better. He didn’t care about me. I was just something he was entitled to because he played football. He treated his dog better than me.

			“I didn’t know someone like you even existed. I just assumed all guys would treat me like Eric. If I hadn’t met you, I would have married him, or someone just like him. I would have been miserable every day of my life.”

			“Wait, let me stop you there,” I said. “Could you try not to sound so angry when you’re telling me I’m wonderful?”

			We both laughed at how ridiculous my request sounded.

			She said, “I knew I loved you the first time I held your hand. Eric always grabbed my hand and held it in a death grip. He did it to keep me under his control, not to show affection. You held out your hand and let me take hold. You have strong hands but the gentlest touch. You held my hand as if it were precious.”

			She paused for a second, then smiled and asked, “Have you ever figured out why I didn’t want you to get your nose fixed?”

			She took my hand and squeezed it, then gently ran her finger up and down the scars on my face.

			“Every time I look at you, I remember the best day of my life.”

		

	
		
			Top of the Ninth Inning

			We had lived in our house in Central Valley almost since we were married. Owning a property like Meghan’s parents remained one of my goals in life. Unfortunately, I was never able to present an argument that would persuade my wife to move. She really was finished with scarecrows.

			After tiring of my attempts to get her to relocate, she suggested we look into buying a vacation home in Stone Harbor. Money wasn’t really an issue. Five-and six-figure checks arrived quarterly from Jacobs International Investors. The chain of Chet’s Restaurants is one of their most profitable ventures. I worked with them for years helping open over seventy locations. I probably earned a couple million frequent flyer miles in the process. They lived up to their agreement and cut Chet and me in on the profits.

			The time finally came for us to sell Chet’s Enterprises to Mr. Jacobs. Chet was ready to retire, and it didn’t feel right running the place without him. Mr. Jacobs and Stuart were ecstatic to get their hands on the original location. The mother ship, as they call it.

			On our last day we threw a big farewell party. Dolores cornered me and damn near broke my back hugging me.

			“This is all your doing,” she kept repeating. “If not for you, Chet would have worked until he died. I knew those tires were a good investment.”

			I had almost forgotten about the tires she put on my Pinto all those years ago. I never forgot the note she left on the dashboard.

			Chet and Dolores had been like family. When Meghan and I were dating, Chet did everything in his power to make sure we stayed together. He and Dolores treated our boys like their own grandchildren. It was a rewarding feeling to watch them sail off into a comfortable retirement.

			We only sold Chet’s Enterprises to Mr. Jacobs. He leases the property from Valley Main Street Partners. Over the years we added a number of properties to our portfolio. They should generate a nice income for years to come.

			I finally had a job where I could work out of my house. I worked as a consultant for Mr. Jacobs, scouting locations for new restaurants. If an existing location didn’t meet expectations, they sent me there for a week or so to see what was wrong. I picked my assignments and decided when I wanted to work. I finally had time to spend with my family.

			We purchased a house, near the beach, in Stone Harbor. It was a happy day in the Duffy house when we made settlement. Neither Meghan nor I could remember how long it had been since we’d been able to get away for a weekend alone. That August both of our boys had summer jobs, and since Robbie turned eighteen, we figured we could trust them alone at home.

			It was an awesome feeling to wake up in the morning and see the ocean from my bedroom window. I hoped that feeling never wore off. Meghan and I enjoyed breakfast on our deck, and then strolled a short distance for a day at the beach.

			In the morning we took a long walk to the undeveloped southern tip of the island. Here you could see what the island looked like before people arrived. Nothing but dunes and scrubby vegetation occupy the space between the beach and the bay. Few people care to venture that far from the guarded beaches, so we had this part of the island to ourselves.

			We returned to our regular beach and had a picnic lunch under our umbrella. We learned long ago that the seagulls would swoop in and take food out of your hand if you weren’t under cover. A pleasant afternoon was spent enjoying the sun and the surf.

			One of the most important components of any beach day is the wind direction. A light wind out of the east is preferable. This brings the breeze off the ocean and usually makes for a very comfortable day. Wind out of the west results in a land breeze, which brings higher temperatures and bugs. Most common are the black flies that hug the sand while they nip at your feet and ankles. The worst pests are the huge green flies that take chunks out of whatever part of you they choose to bite. Some days the breeze switches back and forth from west to east. It literally feels like someone is turning the air conditioner off and on. A strong wind out of the south stirs up the sand and leaves you looking as if you’d been through a dust storm. When the wind is out of the north or northeast, it churns up the ocean and brings in colder air.

			For several days there had been a land breeze. A coating of bug spray over a layer of sunblock was required. One of the strange results of a prolonged land breeze is something called temperature inversion. The west wind pushes the warm surface water out to sea and replaces it with cold water that surges up from the deep.

			Few beachgoers had ventured into the surf, as the water temperature was in the fifties. August surf temperatures are usually in the seventies. Regardless of the hot breeze and cold water, it had been a great day on the beach. Late in the afternoon Meghan waded waste deep into the water. She deftly jumped each passing swell to avoid being drenched by the cold waves. She looked just as agile and graceful as she did in her cheerleader days. I couldn’t help smiling as she walked back up the beach.

			“What are you smirking at?” she asked.

			“Oh, I was just remembering a gorgeous cheerleader I watched at a football game some years back.”

			“Anyone I might know?”

			“Quite possibly. It’s too bad she didn’t keep one of those cheerleader uniforms. I’ll bet she would look just as good in it today.”

			Meghan replied, with a grin, “Who’s to say she doesn’t still have one?”

			“You know I never developed immunity to that smile of yours,” I confessed.

			“You never will if I can help it!”

			The lifeguards blew their whistles to clear the swimmers out of the water at the end of their shift. Following tradition, the least senior guard had to lift and drag the huge chair away from the water’s edge to the safety of the dunes.

			Meghan folded her chair and shook the sand from her towel. “Sit here and relax a while,” she said. “I’m going to go start dinner.”

			As she started up the beach, I said, “You know, Meg, I never imagined life would be this good.”

			She paused and looked back at me. “Somebody had a good beach day.”

			I replied, “It’s got nothing to do with the beach. I’ve been lucky enough to have you in my life for all these years. We’ve been blessed with two great kids. I can support all of you because I’ve succeeded in business far beyond the most insane expectations. I just never saw any of this coming.”

			Meghan was silhouetted against the setting sun as I looked back up the beach toward her. There seemed to be an aura around her, and she looked almost angelic.

			“All because you couldn’t hit a curve ball,” she said. Meghan smiled and continued up the beach toward our house.

			Her words hit me harder than that screen door years ago. It was an epiphany. My life has been great because I was lousy at baseball. Suddenly, I had answers to all my questions. There had been a purpose to all of my struggles.

			I thought my life was over when I was cut from the baseball team in high school. But if I had made the team, I never would have started working at the diner. The money I made working through high school enabled me to go to college.

			It was embarrassing to grow up in Ricky’s large shadow. I’d often prayed to be more like him, thinking that would make my life so much better. Well, Ricky has two ex-wives and three kids who rarely speak to him. He put all his hopes into baseball, and he never made a dime playing the game. He lives in a one-room apartment and has difficulty holding a steady job. I offered to hire him once, and he told me to go screw myself. He always was a sore loser.

			The irony went beyond baseball. The best things in my life were all the result of my worst experiences.

			Ricky’s trouble with Vicky meant trouble for me, as well. It’s amazing how other people’s actions can knock your world out of its normal orbit. Mine veered off on a tangent that took me to Central Valley and Chet’s Grill. I had to swallow a lot of pride bussing tables and washing dishes all through college. That humbling experience made my career possible.

			Working and going to college full time was incredibly difficult. I had to work so many hours that I couldn’t keep up with my schoolwork. The second concussion was a game changer for me. My grades went from bad to worse, and I was certain my future was ruined. But if I had better grades, I would have gotten a job as an accountant after graduation. It is unlikely I would have done as well, financially, as I did in the restaurant business.

			After my face was smashed, I thought I’d never have another date in my life. I often thought that if I had sat just one step lower, the door would have missed me. If it had missed me, I never would have met Meghan. She would have stormed past me without a word being spoken. I would have been some anonymous guy sitting on a porch step.

			I sat back in my chair and savored the irony. The breeze suddenly shifted to the east, and the cool ocean air added to my enjoyment of the moment. It was near high tide, and the sound of the waves grew louder as the water advanced relentlessly up the beach. The now pleasant breeze and rhythmic surf turned my thoughts to a quick nap. It would be a perfect ending to a great beach day.

			If it wasn’t for the damn sirens, I’d have been dozing already. For a small town, Stone Harbor has a huge fire department. During the summer months there are numerous emergency calls, and sirens are a familiar sound. Something big was going on, and it sounded like every one of the town’s fire trucks, police cars, and ambulances were out on the street.

			Random thoughts darted through my mind as I closed my eyes. I remembered being a poor college student. Half-eaten sandwiches, left on plates, were often my lunch and dinner. Worrying about the bald tires on my Pinto kept me awake at night. Obsessing about Eric trying to win Meghan back now seemed pretty ridiculous.

			It was easy to laugh at those bad memories. There was, however, one memory I wanted to forget. It was the very worst night of my life. I suppose it was the worst night of Meghan’s life, as well. I had a decision to make as I waited for the light to turn at the intersection of Main and Pine. Tempted? Yeah, I’d have to plead guilty to tempted.

			It’s like my life began for real the very next day. Meghan and I worked out whatever issues there were between us. From that day on we’ve been inseparable. Every day since then has been better than the day before. It just took one more at bat for me to succeed.

			The ocean breeze swirled over me, and the surf rolled on hypnotically. It was so difficult to keep my eyes open. If only those damn sirens would stop. They just kept getting louder and closer. Suddenly, they stopped right at my street and I panicked. Meghan had just walked up that way.

			My heart leapt into my throat, and I shot out of my chair. Racing up the beach, toward the street, I was shocked to see that the sky to the west was black. I had been so engrossed in my daydreaming that I didn’t realize a storm was moving in from the mainland. Crossing over the dunes, I found myself in the street on the wrong side of yellow police tape. A car had crashed into a wall. I was relieved that Meghan was nowhere to be seen.

			These cops worked fast. The area was already cordoned off to keep the crowd at bay. I couldn’t believe how cold it had become in just a few minutes. It was pitch black, and a hard rain was falling. The temperature must have dropped thirty degrees in minutes. Standing there in my bathing suit, I was freezing. I was embarrassed that all the onlookers seemed to be dressed for the weather.

			A police sergeant and a patrolman walked right past me to investigate the wreck. They were so intent on their work, they didn’t even ask me to move. As I stood in the street, shivering, I scanned the crowd looking for my wife. Many of the faces and voices seemed familiar.

			A girl’s voice rose above the crowd, “He was in my accounting class. He was a nice guy.”

			I could hear someone say, “It was the busboy.”

			Looking at the faces, I realized they were kids I knew from college. What were they doing in Stone Harbor? Why hadn’t any of them aged in all these years?

			I looked back at the policemen who were examining the wrecked car. They had placed a white sheet over it to block the crowd’s view of the interior. The sheet couldn’t cover a large slab of stone protruding from the windshield.

			I heard the sergeant say, “Looks like he went straight in at high speed. No attempt to brake. No attempt to swerve.”

			The sergeant asked the patrolman, “Any ID on our victim?”

			“It was probably just some college kid who flunked his midterms. A witness heard him screaming, for a few minutes, after the crash. He was barely alive when I rolled up. He was just gasping for air while I tried to get him out. He made eye contact with me just before he fell silent. I wonder what thoughts were going through his mind.”

			The sergeant replied, “He was probably thinking this wasn’t such a good idea.”

			“By the time the EMTs arrived he was gone,” the patrolman added.

			The sergeant said, “As soon as the coroner gets here, we can bag him up and tag him a suicide.”

			“Did you look inside the car?” the patrolman asked. “It’s pretty messy in there. The steering wheel ripped up his face. You try and put him in a body bag, in front of this crowd, and you’ll need a fire truck to clean up all the puke.”

			The sergeant looked around, then said to the patrolman, “Twenty bucks says he bled out.”

			The patrolman replied, “I’m taking your bet. Look at how tightly he’s pinned against the dash board. You know a couple of broken ribs punctured his lungs. There’s no way he could get a breath of air. I’ve got twenty that says he suffocated.”

			“Either way, it was slow and painful,” the sergeant replied.

			Then he added, “We’re probably going to have to cut him out of the car. Just tie the sheet down, and we’ll tow him, as is, to the morgue. The coroner can decide who wins the twenty.”

			The patrolman said, “Some poor parents are having their last good night’s sleep. I hope I don’t have to make the phone call in the morning.”

			The sergeant shivered. “I’m freezing. I wish there was somewhere to get a cup of coffee at this hour.”

			The patrolman agreed, “Yeah, anyone ever opens an all-night coffee shop in this town, I’ll personally make him wealthy.”

			I walked up to the car and lifted a corner of the sheet. It was a Ford Pinto, just like the one I once owned. I still remember the day I had it towed to the junkyard. It felt like the death of a friend.

			It was now so incredibly cold I could see my breath. It never gets this cold in August. What the hell was going on? I needed to start watching the Weather Channel.

			Another familiar voice suddenly rose above the murmuring crowd.

			“You were learning to be humble. You were learning to be patient. You were learning to persevere. You were learning how to live a successful life.”

			I turned toward the sound of the voice and was shocked to see Dee. Maybe it was the rain, but he looked as if he was crying. He bore an expression of pained sorrow.

			“Life, like baseball, requires nine innings to determine a winner. You forfeited the game in the third.”

			“Dee, what the hell are you talking about?” I asked.

			He pointed to the wrecked car.

			“That’s not my car. I got rid of my Pinto ages ago.”

			“You were a good kid, Randy, but in a moment of despair you made an unforgiveable mistake. You’ve been given the opportunity to experience the life you would have lived. You only needed one more day to make it happen. Just one more at-bat for you and Meghan to have the life you just experienced.”

			Sarcastically, I replied, “Yeah, right, I guess that was my reward for being a good kid.”

			I was pissed off because Dee was taking this a little too far. Some poor guy was dead in that car, and Dee was messing with me.

			Dee’s sorrowful expression turned angry. “It’s your punishment, not your reward. Now you’ll spend eternity alone, knowing what you threw away.”

			Looking around, I suddenly realized I wasn’t in Stone Harbor. I was on College Hill in Central Valley. The piece of stone in the car’s windshield came from Memorial Wall. Feelings of anxiety, fear, and frustration overwhelmed me. Feelings I hadn’t known since . . . since college.

			“Where’s Meghan?” I asked.

			Dee stared blankly as he said, “You really were her only friend. Your dying on the same night she had been raped was too much. Of course, she blamed herself for everything. If she had been with you that night, neither tragedy would have occurred.”

			“Dee, cut the crap! Have you seen her?”

			He turned toward the crowd and started to walk away.

			“Dee, where is she?” I begged.

			He turned back toward me, with a look of resignation, and said, “I suppose it wasn’t her fault. I mean, how much can a girl take? You were supposed to help her through the pain. The day after your funeral, Meghan Mallory made her own mistake.”

			“What about my mother? What happened to my mom?”

			With the same look, he said, “When your mother got the call she had a heart attack. She lingered for a time, but . . .” his voice trailed off.

			Angrily, I demanded, “But what?”

			“But she didn’t have the strength!” he replied just as angrily.

			“This isn’t happening!” I shouted back at him. “You’re not even alive. I was at your funeral ten years ago. I helped carry your casket. I’m not in Central Valley! I’m at the beach! I’m on vacation!”

			With that, I awoke, back on the beach, drenched in sweat and shouting at the ocean.

			“Oh my God! Oh my God! Oh . . . my . . . God! I am never, ever, falling asleep on the beach again!” I said out loud.

			My heart was racing, and I was gasping for each breath. I fought back tears knowing Meghan was safe. I wanted to run home and hug her, but first I had to calm down. If I walked in the house looking like this, she’d think I was having a heart attack. It would be sirens all over again.

			I jumped off my chair and dashed into the surf. Diving, head first, into a wave, I was jolted by the cold water. The shock was reassuring. I figured I had to be alive to feel pain.

			Returning to my beach chair, I didn’t need a towel. The breeze had shifted back to the west while I was asleep, and the hot breeze was all I needed to dry off. Flopping back down in my chair, I stared out at the surf.

			Thoughts of Meghan and my kids washed over me. To this day, people refuse to believe the story of how we met. I point to the scars on my face to prove it happened. I laughed out loud remembering the night she pulled me out of Will’s Bar and then passed out in my apartment. I still have a difficult time believing she married me, let alone wanted to have my children. What would my life have been like without her and my kids?

			A feeling of contentment enveloped me. I stared at the ocean as the tide continued its relentless journey. The warm breeze blanketed me as I closed my eyes and considered just how good fate had been to me.

			Ever so gradually, I was overtaken by a strange sensation. I looked to my right and then to my left. A shiver raced up my spine as I realized I was alone. There wasn’t another soul on the beach.

			Memories are the mind’s only preoccupation on the beach of my dreams. The sun rises from the ocean and sinks into the bay. Tides relentlessly advance and retreat across the sand. The hands of my watch are as irrelevant as my own.

			The entirety of each person’s life is eventually encapsulated into a brief newspaper obituary. What will be written about my life was all the consequence of one year of my life. My entire existence turned on the events of twelve months in a college town.

			Life in a college town is often vibrant, sometimes . . . .
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