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Dedication
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This book is dedicated to those of us that grew up in Las Vegas and believe that we grew up in a "normal" environment. It is also dedicated to my fellow alumni of Chaparral High School, especially those Cowboys that have ridden into the sunset too soon. Lastly, this book is dedicated to the fifty-eight souls that left us on October 1, 2017, and those that were physically, emotionally, or psychologically wounded by the tragic event of that day. Stay VEGAS STRONG!
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The Shuffle
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The old man was zip tied arms to arms and legs to legs, onto one of the captain's chairs from the dining room table, sitting in the middle of the family room. Facing him was his wife, staring at him from about four feet away with stark terror in her eyes. She, too, was zip tied onto an identical chair in the same fashion, but she was also gagged with a rag in her mouth and gray duct tape slapped onto her face to hold it securely in place.

The elderly woman was dressed in pink and white silk pajamas with a matching robe, but the arms of the pajamas and robe had been rolled up to expose the flesh, and her pajama bottoms had been slit up the outside of each leg, thus exposing her legs to her upper thighs. The zip ties on her ankles were starting to cut into her paper-thin skin causing her ankles to bleed.

“What do you want?” the old man demanded. “I will give you whatever you want, but you must leave us alone!” He used as commanding a tone as he could muster, but there was a slight waver in the timbre of his voice that betrayed the real terror that now clutched at his core.

“We'll get to what I want in due time,” the malevolent Voice said. “For right now, I just want you to focus on your wife. You need to understand deep in your bones that you are not in control, old man, and any deviation from my commands will result in harsh consequences.”

“This is not necessary. I will comply with your requests.” The old man was now pleading, all trace of bravado having vanished.

“Yes. I know you will. Now we begin the demonstration.”

A large man moved behind the old man's wife. He leaned in close to her right ear and whispered. Then with an easy, smooth motion, he swiped his right hand up the old woman's right leg with his index finger extended starting just above her knee and ending at mid-thigh. The old woman immediately and violently arched her back as blood began to spill over the outside of her leg. The large man then turned over his hand exposing an Exacto knife. He grinned as the old man howled in anguish. Then he slashed another cut parallel to the first one.

“Stop! Stop! What do you want?” the old man shouted.

“I want your wife to bleed, and she's cooperating nicely,” the Voice behind him said calmly. “Oh, and I want the location of your safe and the combination to it.”

“Yes, yes, yes, I will give it to you. Just, please, leave my wife alone!”

“Cut her again!” the Voice shouted. “He loves to talk, but I haven't heard what I want to hear, yet!” With the old man wailing, the large man took the Exacto knife in his left hand and made two slashes on her left leg just like the previous ones on her right leg. “AM I GETTING THROUGH TO YOU?” roared the Voice.

“Yes! Yes! In the master bedroom, there is a desk. Behind the desk is a panel. Slide the desk to the left and swing open the panel. The combination is 37 to the right, 17 to the left, 23 to the right, and 7 to the left. Now, please! Stop hurting my wife!”

A third man had been writing down the information, and the man with the Voice turned to him and said, “Go check it out.” The old man heard heavy steps on the hardwood floor going to the master bedroom. Then he heard the desk sliding on the rails that had been installed to make it easy for the old man and his wife to move the desk.

In about three minutes, the third man reappeared with a big grin on his face. “Paydirt,” he said as he held aloft an exquisite necklace. Handing the necklace to the man with the Voice, the third man grabbed a duffle bag and headed back into the bedroom.

“There. You have all of our valuables. Now, please leave us be,” the old man said with a shake of his head. Blood was dripping on the floor from the seat of his wife's chair and she had passed out from shock. When he tried to turn his head to face the voice, he was immediately struck in the left ear with a fist, and a searing pain jolted through his ear, down his spinal cord, and all the way to his toes. His head swam as he fought the pain and disorientation from the blow.

“You forgot who's in control here, didn't you? I'm afraid you'll need another lesson.” Turning to the large man next to him, the man with the Voice nodded, and the old woman was cut once on the inside of each arm from elbow to wrist. Blood was now seeping from both her arms and her legs, but she didn't notice as her head remained slumped on her chest.

The old man was sobbing uncontrollably now and moaning, “Please leave us. Please leave us. Please leave us.”

Without warning the Voice was suddenly an inch away from the old man's right ear. “I believe your wife is dying, but she'll probably last longer than you, old man,” the Voice whispered.

The old man's eyes widened as he felt the cold steel of a butcher knife touch his neck just below his left ear. The knife remained motionless for what seemed like a lifetime, and it felt to the old man that it was growing colder by the second. He sniffed a quick wisp of air in through his nose and smelled the copper tang of the blood flowing from his wife and pooling under her chair. The smell became a sharp metallic taste in his mouth, as he realized that the knife was now resting below his right ear and no longer seemed cold. His white dress shirt was wet, warm, and sticking to his chest, which surprised him. He hadn’t remembered spilling anything on himself.

It occurred to the old man that he hadn't heard the Voice say anything for a while, so he attempted to ask the Voice if he would spare his wife from any further torture, but only a gurgling sound emanated from beneath his chin. The old man puzzled over the strange sound he was making and the strange place from where it came. Then he couldn't see his wife anymore, as the darkness enveloped him.

Life is dealt cold and raw

So you'd best be on your guard

Or soon your ragged soul will cry

For the turn of a friendly card

Because the sum of your guile

And the cast of your talents

Fall prey to the dealer

When there are lives in the balance

—Deus Autem Libido 

(Of God’s Whimsy)

The Hole Cards 
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Jonathan James “Jack” Diamante. Diamond Jack. The Jack of Diamonds. Around Las Vegas Jack had a lot of nicknames. Some of them were more colorful than others and definitely couldn’t be repeated around children.

Jack was a poker player by trade. He'd been making a living playing poker for about ten years; he also augmented his poker playing with activities that were considerably shadier than that which your typical office worker would tend to undertake. Nothing outright belligerent, mind you. Just clinging to the fringe of the shadows. Stepping in, stepping out. A little dirty, a little clean. Kind of like Vegas itself.

For instance, Jack couriered packages from one place to the next and was paid anywhere from $1,000 to $5,000—when UPS would've done it for less than $200. However, UPS has inspectors, and too many hands touch the same package. Jack asked few questions and was reliable, for the most part.

The man employing Jack for these deliveries had been his best friend in the world, Jesse Brizetta. Jesse had a 10,000 square foot home in Spanish Trail, a posh country club neighborhood in the Las Vegas valley known as the place where sports and entertainment celebrities hid behind guarded gates. Jack had a $500 a month studio apartment not far from the Strip, so when Jesse called, Jack showed up at Spanish Trail. He came so often, that the security guards at the gate just waved him through.

When Jack came to his house, Jesse knew that anything Jack might see or hear stayed with Jack. Jack knew how to keep private things private; this was a fact he proved on many occasions. One time at Jesse's house, Jack saw about $500,000 stashed in a closet. It was bound up with shrink wrap in neat little bundles like it had just come from the cleaners. Who knows? Maybe it had. Jack didn't peep a word of it to anyone.

You see, Jack and Jesse went way back. They both grew up in Las Vegas and met when they were thirteen. Jack's family had moved to Vegas from Colorado when Jack was only two years old, and Jesse's family had moved to town from New Mexico when Jesse was ten. Both boys came from Hispanic backgrounds, but while Jesse had dark curly hair and dark brown eyes, Jack’s hair was blonde and eyes hazel, owing to his roots reaching back to the Northwestern coast of Spain. Both had a raw-boned toughness to them and were athletically built.

They both came from good, upright families. Their fathers worked hard in trades while their mothers worked at whatever jobs their limited education would accommodate, so neither family had much money. The neighborhoods where they grew up were on the low end of lower-middle-class, but neither family lived on “the wrong side of the tracks.” The wrong side of the tracks in the Las Vegas valley at that time meant living in North Las Vegas or Henderson —which was nicknamed Hooterville. They went to the same junior and senior high schools together.

They had a lot of classes together. They played baseball together. They also got into a lot of trouble together. The parents tried to raise the boys right, but sometimes the boys just went left anyway.

It was petty stuff, usually. Just typical teenage boy pranks. It was the 1970’s, and there was still a relative innocence to teenage life. Take junior high school, for instance. While waiting for school to start one day, Jack and Jesse sidled over to the car belonging to the principal, Mr. Grabatch. They looked around to see if the coast was clear and then they proceeded to let all of the air out of the tires. This turned his fire engine red Cadillac Eldorado into a lowrider. Then they used their fingers to write “Jefe Grabass” on the driver's door in the dust conveniently left behind by a recent Las Vegas sand storm. What they didn't realize was that one of the school janitors had spied them and reported them to the principal. That got them suspended for a week.

Jesse was always the instigator, but Jack was a willing sidekick. In fact, where you saw one, you usually saw the other. When they played baseball together, Jack was at second base and Jesse at shortstop. They were the best double play combo in the valley. They ate together, drank together, and partied together. In fact, they even lost their virginity together with the same girl – Julie McKenna.

Jack and Jesse had discovered the best make-out location among the sand dunes that littered the valley floor around Las Vegas before the building booms hit and swallowed up most of the desert. The sand dunes created a natural cove on dry land that was protected from prying eyes on all four sides. The only way into this libidinous playpen was through a mesquite shrouded dirt path guarded by a large road sign that Jack had discovered nearby and propped up. The sign had been abandoned by a road construction crew, and it said, “MEN AND EQUIPMENT AT WORK.”

This particular soiree had been planned for a week. After one of their baseball games, Julie had let Jack and Jesse know in no uncertain terms that she was interested in having carnal knowledge with both of them. Julie was only about five-foot-three, but her hair made her look about three inches taller. She had light brown fluffy curls that fell to her eyes and down to her shoulders, and she usually styled it up and out like a helmet of whorls, all delicate and soft. Her face was Barbie-like with cute, delicate features. She was a cheerleader and ran track, so her body was lean and slightly muscular. Her athletic build boasted curves that were hard and sharp giving her an underlying primal sexiness. Lastly, she had deep brown eyes with luxuriously long lashes and an infectious smile which she flashed at every boy she saw. It wasn't so much that she was an overt flirt; she just liked boys—a lot.

Jack's father had seen her once at one of Jack's summer baseball games, and he described her as, “nothing but a couple of bones and a hank of hair,” but, of course, what he really didn’t approve of was her reputation. When the weather was warm, as it is most of the time in Vegas, she rarely wore anything but short shorts that must have been painted on and tank tops with no bra. To the teenage boys always ogling her, she was considered to be raw sex on jet roller skates.

It was summertime in Vegas with warm dry nights, so Jack, Jesse, and Julie had decided that this rendezvous should take place al fresco. They used Jack's beat up white Chevy pick-up to transport the three of them out to fantasy land and act as a mobile boudoir. They had thrown a mattress into the back, bought two six-packs of Budweiser, and planted Julie between Jack and Jesse on the bench seat. Julie was wearing cutoff jean shorts that were so short that the front pockets hung down farther than the jean material. She had strategically placed one leg on each side of the stick shift, so Jack took every opportunity to run his hand up her leg every time he shifted gears, and he could go a long way up her leg before he encountered any material to impede his explorations. By the time they got to their destination, they were all sufficiently loose and lively.

The moon was full that night and lit up the desert floor with a pale amber glow. The whole nocturnal scene appeared to have been cast in sepia, and the dry desert air echoed with the cry of heat agitated crickets. The cacophony ricocheted around the hidden sand dune grotto, but it was soon vanquished by the throaty rumble of Jack's truck as they pulled in and came to a stop in the soft, sugar-like sand.

The beer and hormones had long since erased any inhibitions, so it wasn't long before all of their clothes were scattered in the truck bed. At seventeen, Julie was slightly older and the veteran of the trio, so she took the lead, but Jack and Jesse soon picked up the rhythm. However, it was definitely not a sweet, romantic interlude. In fact, it was more like a giddy wrestling match between three howler monkeys, but a good time was had by all. It was a night to remember, especially for Jack and Jesse.

After several hours of initiation into manhood with Julie, Jack and Jesse decided it was time to head back to civilization. On the way out, Jesse insisted that they stop at the entrance. There he jumped out of the truck, and with a flourish fueled by his newly acquired status as a sterling specimen of masculinity and the steady consumption of adult beverages, he christened the construction sign the “Gate to Paradise” by smashing it with a half-empty beer bottle. To the three teenage hedonists, it was known as such ever since and remained an inside joke.

Occasionally, Julie would drop a hint to Jack or Jesse that she wanted some virile male companionship by asking one or the other of them if they could show her the Gate to Paradise. Or whenever Jack or Jesse were asked by anybody what they were going to do that night or weekend, if there was a female involved, the cryptic response was always, “I'll probably be beyond the Gate to Paradise.” If they happened to be together at the time, they would look at each other, grin, and intone enthusiastically, “Men and equipment at work!”

All of this foolishness carried on pretty much uninterrupted until Jesse's 18th birthday the following summer. He and Jack had purchased a case of beer and decided to head up to Lone Mountain in Jesse's car to celebrate. Lone Mountain was just that—a lone sentinel on the valley floor off Tonopah Highway on the way to Mount Charleston. It was a popular party place with kids at the time. If you didn't bring your own, you could usually score beer, weed, or something stronger, as well. It was also isolated, so the cops usually didn't hassle the kids too often.

Jack and Jesse sometimes met friends out at Lone Mountain, but tonight it was just the three of them: Jack, Jesse, and the cooler of beer. They had propped themselves up on the trunk of Jesse's faded green Dodge Dart looking back at the city, and they proceeded to get drunk while waiting for the stroke of midnight to proclaim that Jesse was an adult. The summer night was warm, the beer was ice cold, and the clear Vegas night sky was full of stars. Reclining back against the rear window, they talked about girls, baseball, girls, their senior year coming up, girls, cars, and, of course, girls. With over half of the case of beer consumed, the conversation then turned strangely philosophical.

In his most serious tone, Jack asked, “Jesse, in your humble opinion, do you consider sex to be a sport or a hobby?”

Without cracking even a hint of a smile, Jesse said, “Hmm. That's a very deep question, Jack. It’s one that deserves the utmost consideration. I would have to say that I consider it neither a sport nor a hobby. In fact, in my humble opinion, I believe that sex is a tragedy.”

Jack bit the bait hard and wailed, “A tragedy? That's impossible! How can you consider sex to be a tragedy?”

With a dour look on his face, Jesse said, “It's quite simple, actually. In my humble opinion, it is truly a profound tragedy that I don't have sex more often!”

Jack had just taken a gulp of beer which then shot out his nose and mouth as he burst into laughter. Jesse looked at him and grinned with his eyelids drooping slightly as Jack continued to laugh and wipe beer off of his face and shirt. Jack was laughing so hard that he finally rolled off the car onto his hands and knees on the dry desert sand. Sounding like a hyena, Jack then rolled onto his back as he continued to howl with laughter.

Jesse crawled over to the spot where Jack had disappeared over the side of the car and peered over the edge at his friend. As Jack's laughter began to subside, Jesse asked with a straight face, “Jack? Don't you think it's a tragedy that I don't have sex more often?” Jack was silent for about two seconds as he stared in disbelief at Jesse. Then he doubled over in side-splitting laughter, again. It was almost five minutes before he could stand up. Jesse just rolled back over to the cooler and opened up another beer.

By about two in the morning, the two of them had finished most of the case, so they traded the rest of the beer with a guy and his girlfriend for a couple of rumpled looking joints. As Jack and Jesse smoked one of them, they heard two coyotes start to howl at each other, so the two boys began to howl with the coyotes. That prompted the coyotes to sing out even more, and Jack and Jesse followed suit. It soon became a contest as to whether man or beast could howl the loudest.

Eventually, both the coyotes and the boys lost interest, so Jesse put the second joint in the glove box for, as he put it, a happy birthday toke later. They watered the tumbleweeds one last time and then drove back towards town with Jack riding shotgun. On the way home, they drove through a Jack-In-The-Box to satisfy some marijuana-fueled munchies. They always considered Jack-In-The-Box—they called it Gag-In-The-Bag—the best cure for the munchies, because it was greasy, cheap, and open twenty-four hours.

As Jesse pulled out of the drive-thru and onto Decatur Boulevard, he looked into the sack in an attempt to pull out one of the greasiest tacos known to mankind. What he didn't do was notice the beige station wagon barreling towards the driver's side of his car. Half a second of screeching tires later, the station wagon careened into the Dart and Jesse. Jack whiplashed sideways in his seat, and his head struck the gearshift opening a large gash over his left eye.

Several seconds after the two cars came to rest, Jack was dizzy and had blood streaming down his face. He could smell the acrid odor of burned rubber and antifreeze as it boiled over and spilled onto the hot asphalt. Jack looked over and saw Jesse pinned inside the car. It was like the left side of the car had wrapped its teeth around Jesse and was trying to take a bite out of him. Jesse was semi-conscious and moaning. His left arm, left leg, and three ribs had been broken.

Jack yanked on Jesse's right arm in an effort to free him. Jesse's eyes snapped open, and he filled the dry, dusty air with a hail of obscenities ending with, “Shit! Shit! Shit! Shit! Shit!”

“Jesse! We gotta get you outta here, man!” Jack pleaded.

“Stop yankin’ on my arm, you mongoloid dumbass! I ain't goin’ nowhere. I'm stuck as shit, and I hurt all over! I'm just gonna wait here for the ambulance. They'll get me out.”

“Shit, Jesse, the cops will be here before the ambulance, and we're drunk as shit!” 

“Screw them,” was all he said before he closed his eyes and passed out. Screw them, indeed. 

Jesse had always flaunted his disdain for police officers and had gotten used to his juvenile status being his get-out-of-jail-free card. Unfortunately, his beer-soaked, weed blazed, accident concussed mind forgot that he was a newly minted adult and his days of chalking it up to being a kid were now over.

Jack heard sirens from a long way off. His head hurt, and when he reached up to rub it, his left palm came back sticky red with blood. While he wiped his bloody hand on his jeans, he weighed his options. He could stay here with his friend, and they'd both get busted, or he could high-tail it out now. Deciding that he'd done everything that he could for Jesse and not wanting to see the inside of a drunk tank, Jack got out of the car. Still, he wanted to make sure Jesse was okay, so he went behind some bushes and waited to see what transpired.

A police cruiser, fire truck, and an ambulance all showed up at about the same time. The occupants looked like a Chinese fire drill as they piled out of the vehicles. Each, in turn, rushed over to survey the victims. The woman driving the station wagon had luckily been wearing her seat belt, but her forehead had hit the steering wheel, and she was unconscious. The paramedics quickly got her out of the car and onto a backboard. Once strapped on, they put her in the ambulance and whisked her to Southern Nevada Memorial Hospital with the sirens screaming.

Jesse, though, was another story. He was wrapped up in metal like a cast iron burrito.

They had to use the “Jaws of Life” to get him out. Several times Jesse screamed as the car body shifted around him or the paramedics tried to wrest him free of the twisted torture cage that the car had become. It was about an hour before they finally got him out of the car and into an ambulance. Meanwhile, the cops were measuring skid marks and directing early morning traffic around the wreckage.

Once he saw that Jesse had been freed from the car and taken away, Jack walked the couple miles to his house. He had blood all over his face and clothes, but no one was awake around four in the morning, so he cleaned himself up and threw his clothes away. The cut over his eye was only a little over an inch long, but it went right to the bone. Luckily, he was still mostly anesthetized by the beer and pot. He scrubbed it out with rubbing alcohol, pulled it together, fastened it with several butterfly strips, and covered it with a couple of band-aids. It didn't look pretty, but he figured it would do. His parents didn't really ask about it much the next day. It wasn't the first time he'd opened up his head, and they figured it wouldn't be the last.

When Jack went to the hospital to see Jesse the following afternoon, he almost dreaded seeing his friend. He felt guilty for leaving him in the car, but there was little that he could've done. Still, you didn't leave a friend strung out like that in Jack's world. It grated on him, and he hoped that there would be some way that he could make it up to him.

When Jack walked into Jesse's hospital room, it smelled sharply of betadine and ammonia. The room was stark white on white with chrome everywhere, cold linoleum floors, and filled with buttons, beeping lights, and tubes. It didn't seem like a pleasant place to be. Jack really felt like a heel when he saw Jesse with multiple casts and bandaged up everywhere, but Jesse was in good spirits. “Hey, Bud,” Jesse said dreamily. “What're you doin’ here?”

“I came to see you, Jesse. Damn! They've got you wrapped up like a mummy! You hurtin’?”

“Not right now, man. They gave me some really good drugs a little while ago. Man, I wish they'd package that. I'd take a to-go box!” Jesse laughed at his own joke and then groaned, “Oooooh, I take it back. I feel like shit.”

“Jesse, I'm sorry for leavin’ you, man. I shoulda stayed.”

“Naw, man. Nuthin’ you could do. Besides, the cops woulda just grabbed you, too, the lousy bastards! They said I'm in a shitload of trouble, and they're coming for me when I get out, so I'm gonna milk this for as long as I can.” Jesse then noticed the band-aids and butterfly bandages closing up the gash on Jack's head. He pointed and said, “You get that last night?”

“Yeah. I'm not quite sure how. I don't remember too much about the wreck. I just remember getting home and having dried blood all over my face and clothes. It took a little while, but I finally got it to stay closed. It's nothing compared to you, though.”

“Don't let the cops see you in here with that. They were asking me if I had somebody else in the car, and I said no, but I think they talked to somebody that told them they saw someone get out of the car. They're liable to put two and two together if they see you.”

Just then, a pretty young nurse came in. She was wearing tight fitting light blue scrubs, and her curly, shoulder-length brunette hair was pulled up on the sides and held back with two decorative combs that sparkled with sequins. She couldn't have been over twenty-five years old, but to Jack and Jesse, she was a sexy “older woman,” and they both grinned at each other like two Cheshire Cats when they saw her. The nurse noticed the attention, but she maintained her air of professionalism and told Jack he'd have to leave. “Mr. Brizetta, you need to wrap up your giggle time with your friend. I need to change your bandages and clean you up.”

“Ooo, cool! Sponge bath time!” Jesse said. “Say, nurse, hows about you give me some more pain meds, and I'll show you the Gate to Paradise.”

Jack started snickering, and they both said, “Men and equipment at work!”
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When Jesse got out of the hospital, the cops greeted him with handcuffs. His blood alcohol level had been tested at the hospital and came back way over the limit at a well lubricated .18. The cops had also found the second joint in the glove box of Jesse's car, so they charged him with DUI, possession of a controlled substance, and a host of other charges. All of this violated an earlier probation deal. In what seemed like no time at all, Jesse was tried and convicted.

At Jesse's sentencing, his public defender made a token plea for leniency, but Judge Jeffrey Oarn was having none of it. Judge Oarn had a reputation as a hard-liner, and Jesse had a steady stream of juvenile offenses, so now that he was an adult, Judge Oarn decided to teach him a lesson.

“Mr. Brizetta,” Judge Oarn said gruffly, “your lawyer, Mr. Tidwell, has stated that you deserve to be given another chance to prove to this court that you can change your ways and become a valuable member of decent society. However, I remain unconvinced that you possess the slightest inclination towards amending your behavior. In fact, despite numerous opportunities to do so, you have shown a pattern of progressively more egregious offenses ending this time with serious bodily injuries to someone that, but for the grace of God, could have died. Therefore, I hereby sentence you to four years in prison at the Southern Nevada Correctional Center. Perhaps there you will learn some things about yourself and your fellow man that will convince you that you are headed down the wrong road before you wind up killing yourself or someone else.” With a loud crack of his gavel, Judge Oarn arose and left the bench.

Jack was in the courtroom listening to everything. He was hoping that Jesse would get off without any jail time. He actually sat on the pew-like bench with his fingers and toes crossed in a vain effort to will the judge to let Jesse go with a slap on the wrist, but when he heard the word “prison,” Jack hung his head. His body flushed cold, and he physically hurt for his friend, but he couldn't look up. He was so glad that he hadn't been caught, and he was ashamed of himself for that little bit of joy. He dared not look Jesse in the eye for fear that Jesse would confirm Jack's shame.

Jesse stood stoically and never blinked as Judge Oarn meted out his sentence. Then the bailiff grabbed his arm and marched him out of the courtroom. As he reached the side door, Jesse turned back for one last look at his childhood friend, but all he saw was the top of Jack's head.

The Southern Nevada Correctional Center is located in Jean, Nevada, about halfway between Las Vegas and the California state line. It's only about a thirty-five-minute drive from Vegas, but Jack never visited him. He just couldn't bring himself to do it. He felt guilty about that, too, but he had his own life's story to write. He was finishing up his senior year, baseball season was on, and he had met a girl. More accurately, he had been smitten by a girl.

Her name was Melinda Sue Brayson. She had transferred into Highchap High School from San Diego, California for her senior year, and Jack had two classes with her. Melinda was five-foot five inches tall with slender legs and a lithe, curvaceous build. She had a pert little nose with just a smattering of freckles and beautiful long blonde hair that hung to her waist. Adorning her angelic face was a pair of liquid, pale blue eyes that twinkled whenever she smiled, and she smiled often. She had a California tan that made her blonde hair, blonde eyebrows, and beautiful white teeth look positively lustrous. She was sun-kissed, fresh-faced, and looked every bit the part of a vivacious California beach babe.

For Jack, it was love at first sight, but Melinda kept putting him off whenever he asked her out. All through the fall, she wouldn't go out on a date with him, so Jack made every effort to sit by her in class, at the football games, at each assembly, you name it. Jack couldn't get enough of her. She always seemed to smell like honeysuckle, and Jack would snap to attention and look for her whenever that scent feathered his nose.

Melinda, on the other hand, tried to stay aloof. It wasn't that she disliked Jack. Far from it. She loved his rugged good looks and wavy, blonde hair that curled slightly around his ears. His six-foot lean, but muscular, frame was striking, and he moved as graceful and powerful as a panther. The purplish/pink scar above his left eye reminded her of a pirate, and it gave him a rakish presence that sparked a pleasant urge in her whenever he winked at her in class, which he seemed to do every chance possible. He had a mischievous grin that always hinted of equal parts boyish charm and unspoken thoughts of monkey business. He seemed so sure of himself and always made her laugh. And his eyes. His hazel eyes would change from blue to gold to green and seemed to reach into her soul making her feel safe and vulnerable at the same time.

Melinda would steal glances at him when she thought he wasn't looking. One time in History class she was staring at him from the side when he suddenly turned and looked right into her eyes. Then he smirked like he knew he'd caught her and liked it. She felt herself flush all over and quickly looked back at the teacher. Her body tingled naughtily, but she didn't dare look back at him, because she knew he'd be looking at her, and one more look into those beguiling eyes of his at that moment would have irrevocably melted her resolve.

You see, Melinda was conflicted. Her mother was seventeen when Melinda was born.

Melinda's father never married her mother, and all Melinda ever heard as far as she could remember was how boys/men would always try to take advantage of her. Her mother never came out and said that the male population was “bad.” You just couldn't trust any of them, so you never gave them anything of value, like your heart.

Melinda knew all of this—or at least she thought she knew. She had also heard the high school stories/myths/ legends about Jack and Jesse and their escapades with Julie McKenna and many other willing girls, but dear Lord, did her heart ever flutter whenever Jack sat down next to her, when he smiled at her, and especially when he said her name. The sound of “Melinda” coming out of Jack's mouth was sweet music to her ears. She made up excuses to make sure there was a seat open next to her hoping Jack would find her and sit with her. She even heard from one of her girlfriends that Jack had remarked how much he loved the smell of honeysuckle, so she had searched every fragrance counter in the Boulevard Mall until she found one that had honey-suckle. After that, she never went a day without wearing it.

All of this is why she always declined whenever he asked her out on a date. It wasn't that her mom would have had a blithering fit if she went out with him—which she would have—and it wasn't Jack's less than stellar reputation. It was that Melinda knew that if she gave in, she would fall hard for Jack. Her refusals were her last line of defense.

However, Jack didn't give up. By Christmas, they were dating, and by New Year's Eve, they were steady. They basically spent the last half of their senior year in each other's arms.

They made plans together. Near the end of the school year, Jack was offered a baseball scholarship to play at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas. Melinda was going to go to Clark County Community College to get a degree in nursing. They would both graduate and start a life together. It all seemed to fit nice and neat, but fate is rarely neat and sometimes not very nice.

Early in July, the evening was as hot and dry as a brick oven. Jack was playing an American Legion baseball game. Melinda always came to his games, and when Jack came up to bat in the first inning, he looked for her in the stands. He could recognize her a mile away. She usually wore short shorts and a halter top, and her long blonde hair always caught the sunshine or moonlight. To Jack, she radiated everything that was good about life, and he beamed every time he saw her. When he looked this time, however, he didn't see her. It puzzled him because she had said that she would be at the game after running a few errands.

About the sixth inning, Jack saw her climb into the stands, but from a distance, she looked tired. She didn't seem like the usual vibrant Melinda. She was dressed in blue jean cutoffs and a plain white t-shirt. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and her bangs hung into her eyes. He figured maybe the heat was getting to her, but he was glad to see her.

As soon as the game was over, Jack grabbed his gear and sauntered over to Melinda. He'd stroked three hits, stole two bases, and scored the winning run, so he was expecting a hero's welcome and a big kiss from Melinda. Instead, her face was as long as the light towers at the baseball field.

“Melinda, what's wrong?” Jack queried her.

Melinda looked around at all of the familiar people climbing out of the stands and said, “We need to talk, but not here. Can we go someplace? Someplace a little more private?”

“Sure. Are you okay?”

“I'll tell you when we get where we're going.”

Jack didn't understand the cryptic answer. Either she was alright or she wasn't. Why couldn't she just tell him?

They walked together away from the baseball field. It was about eight-thirty in the evening, and the sun was starting to set. It was a typical desert sunset with magnificent oranges, yellows, reds, and pinks splashed across the sky like someone had flung gallon cans of Day-Glo paint against a pale blue wall. There was a dry summer breeze blowing that cooled anything wet and parched anything dry. It was a breathtaking Vegas evening, but Jack could only think about Melinda and the fact that she barely held his hand as they walked.

When they reached a big cottonwood tree, Jack dropped his equipment bag next to it. He took the baseball cap off his sweaty head, ran his fingers through his curly, wet hair several times, and sat down. He had infield dirt all over his uniform, and it was caked on his face with dried sweat streaks melted through it. Melinda sat down facing him. She crossed her legs Indian-style and hung her head. Her long flaxen ponytail hung down by her face and settled in her lap.

After a few long moments, Melinda let out a big sigh, looked up into Jack's eyes, threw her ponytail around her shoulder onto her back, and said, “In answer to your question, I'm alright, but I'm not. I've missed my period two months in a row, so my mom took me to the doctor today. I'm pregnant, Jack.” Melinda let the last sentence hang in the air for about five seconds before she elaborated.

“When the doctor told us the news, my mom freaked. First, she was pissed at me. Then she was pissed at you. Then she was pissed at both of us. Then she was pissed at God. I'm surprised that she wasn't pissed at the doctor. I was crying and didn't really hear half of what she was saying, but the gist of it was that I let her down, I let myself down, you betrayed me, and why in the hell would God let this happen? Anyway, we talked, and I'm definitely having the baby. Mom said she'd help me out. I'm going to ask my boss if I can go fulltime at work so I can save up some money before the baby is born.”

Melinda continued, “It's not your fault. I mean it is, but I don't hold you responsible. I knew better, but now I'm pregnant. Anyway, I think we should stop seeing each other. I've got to work as much as I can, and you're going be starting at UNLV in a couple of months. There's no point in trying to hang on for that little bit of time. It's better to just make a clean break now.” When she was finished, Melinda sighed and hung her head, again.

Jack was dumbfounded. His throat was dry, and his tongue felt like it was made of lead.

All he could do was stammer out, “Melinda, you can't.”

Melinda's head jerked up, and with anger in her tear-filled eyes, she shouted, “I can, Jack, and I am! I'm having this baby! My mother didn't throw me away when she got pregnant, and I am not going to do that to my baby! I'm not getting an abortion, and that's final! End of story! Do you understand?” She emphasized her last statement by pointing her finger at Jack and jabbing it in his chest.

Jack looked at her with a pained expression and said, “Yes, I understand, but you don't understand. What I mean is you can't cut me out. I love you, Melinda, and I love our baby. Our baby. Yours and mine. We made this baby, and I'm not giving either of you up. I'm not sure how I'm going to do it this instant, but I'm going to take care of both of you. I don't care what it takes. I want to marry you, Melinda. I want to be with you forever!”

“You're not making sense, Jack. You start classes soon, and between baseball and school, you won't have time to work. You can't take care of us. You'll be too busy taking care of yourself.”

“I'm not going to classes, and I won't be playing baseball.”

“What do you mean, Jack? You've got the scholarship to UNLV. Baseball is your dream. You love playing, and you're great at it. You're going to UNLV,” Melinda said with exasperation in her voice.

Jack shook his head and said, “I gave up my scholarship. I did it just now, and I do love baseball, but I love you and the baby way more. I said I want to marry you, Melinda. I want to marry you now. This very instant. I don't want to wait. If you say yes, I'll hang up my cleats tonight. I'll get a fulltime job, and I'll support us. You'll see. Say yes, Melinda. Say yes!”

“Jack, you can't be serious,” Melinda said, but there was hope in her eyes.

“I'm dead serious. I'm as serious as a heart attack! Marry me, Melinda. Make me the happiest guy on earth!”

Melinda shook her head and said, “Jack, what you're talking about is forever. There's no fooling around. This is epic, Jack, and there's no wiggle room for mischief. If I say yes, I'm pledging my whole heart to you and the life of our child. Do you understand? Can you make that same commitment?”

Jack got on his hands and knees. He lowered his head, kissed each of Melinda's sandaled feet, and laid his forehead on her legs where they crossed. He clenched his eyes shut and whispered, “I know exactly what I'm doing and what it means. Please, Melinda, just say yes.”

Melinda looked down at him. She started stroking his head and arranging the scattered curls of his hair. She visualized the scar above his left eye. She knew how he had gotten it, and it warned her that Jack would always be a rascal. Tears were streaming down her face, and she looked up into the heavens. She had pictured this moment in her dreams quite differently, but she knew what she would say. She always knew what she would say to Jack. She slowly closed her eyes, and with a sigh, she said, “Yes.”

Jack's head bolted up. “Yes? You mean it?” Melinda lowered her head and looked at him through tear-blurred eyes. She slowly nodded her head yes. “Woo hoo!” Jack shouted.

Then he sprang on her and pinned her to the ground on her back. He started kissing her all over her face, neck, and ears. Melinda started laughing, and the more he kissed her, the louder she laughed.

Finally, she said, “Jack! Stop! You're as dirty as Pigpen, and you stink to high heaven. Besides, I'm a mother now, and I can't be roughhousing anymore!”

Jack stopped and looked at her. Then he cocked his head slightly up and to the side while looking up, pausing for a moment, like he was considering it. “Like hell!” he said, and he started kissing her even faster.

Melinda shrieked with surprise and joy. She wrapped her legs around Jack's back and locked her ankles. She clasped her arms around his neck with an enormous grin on her face and let him continue to kiss her. She didn't know how they were going to make it, but she knew they would. She, Jack, and the baby were going to be a family.
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The next morning Jack called the American Legion baseball coach and quit. Then he called the head coach at UNLV, Skip Dalli, and told him he wouldn't be going there after all. Coach Dalli tried to talk him into honoring his letter-of-intent, but Jack's mind was set.

Before the day was through, Jack wanted to have a fulltime job lined up. He had worked construction as a laborer during the summers for extra money, but he decided he needed to learn a trade. Jack knew that the father of the catcher on his American Legion team, Charlie Bellville, was a locksmith, so he called the son, Cary, and asked if his dad was hiring. Cary said he thought his dad might be looking for somebody, so Jack got the phone number and called him. He made an appointment to go see him later that day.

Charlie Bellville was a black man about six-feet, two-inches tall with broad shoulders and an even broader smile. He was only forty-five years old, but his hair was completely white, and his hairline was starting to creep away from his face. Jack saw Charlie working on the inner mechanism of a lockset with tiny tools as he walked into the workshop that was located in the back of the building. Charlie's hands were large with long fingers, but they were very meticulous and precise, and Jack marveled at the intricate adjustments he made with such large hands.

The workshop was pristine and well lit. There was no dirt or trash on the floor or benches. Everything was in its place, and Jack could tell from the condition of the workshop that Charlie took great pride in his work and his business. Every tool had a niche, and it seemed like there were hundreds of tools. The organization and order was impressive, and Jack felt a yearning to be a part of it.

Charlie ignored Jack's presence for about five minutes as he continued to work. He knew Jack was there, but he decided to test Jack's patience. When Jack remained quiet, Charlie eventually looked up from his project. “How ya doin’, Jack? That was a great game you played yesterday. You looked like Ricky Henderson himself stealing those bases! I got to catch most of the game before I had to leave to go on a call-out. So, what can I do for you?”

“Thanks, Mr. Bellville. I'm here looking for a job. Cary said that you might be hiring.” 

“Well, I am looking for someone, and it could be someone with no experience that I could train, but I need someone that can work fulltime. And that would include possibly nights and weekends. I don't see how you'd have time with playing baseball.”

“I'm looking for fulltime work, Mr. Bellville. I quit the team so that I could work.”

Charlie looked shocked and asked, “What? Why did you do that? I thought you had a scholarship all lined up. What about baseball?”

“I gave it up, Mr. Bellville.”

“But why, Jack? You're so talented, and I know you love the game.”

“I do, but I love someone else even more, and now I'm going to be a father. I asked her to marry me, and she said yes, so I want to learn a trade that I can use to support my family.”

Charlie hung his head for a moment and then looked up at Jack. “My, my, my. I had no idea. The team's gonna miss you, Jack, but I understand. I made a similar decision when I was seventeen. I was a baseball player in high school, too. A pretty good one, but my dad died about six months before I graduated from high school. I had my mom and two younger sisters to think about, so I gave up playing when the high school season ended. I didn't have any skills other than hitting a fastball, so I enlisted in the Army and sent my mom part of my paycheck every month. I stayed in for six years until my sisters were out of high school.

The Army taught me to be a locksmith, so when I got out, I found work and eventually started my own business. It wasn't an easy thing for a teenager to do, but sometimes life doesn't wait for you to grow up before it demands that you become a man. It sounds like life is calling for you to grow up. Are you ready to answer? Are you committed?”
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