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There I sat, nestled alone in a booth in the back of my favorite pub in town. Hidden away from the public and traffic that moved steadily throughout the old establishment at night. This antique booth was like an ancient relic from an old restaurant that had long been forgotten. The lacquer on the seats had almost completely worn off. It had a patina from years of people sitting down and getting up. You could hear the faint sound of old country music being played over the sounds of a dozen different conversations all being had at once. The distant view of old posters and pictures of rock bands, who signed the items on the wall when they came into town, could be seen hanging in frames above the doorways and throughout the bar. People who attended the bar frequently signed their names by the thousands on the walls around the pub. The lighting gave off the ambience of a tavern you would go to at the end of the night for that one last drink before the cab ride home. This old bar had beautiful woodwork all throughout with all these mission oak style booths built into their own little compartments like little singular cabins on a pirate ship. They resembled booths that could be seen in a countryside bar in Ireland in the early 1800’s. 

The booth I was in was special. Not just to me, but because it was located off the beaten path of the natural traffic flow of the bar. It wasn’t used nearly as often as the other booths in the pub. On this booth were a thousand love notes handcarved into the wood, written to countless people who would never get the chance to see them there. How ironic it was that this booth would be the very place where my life would come together and fall apart all in the same night.

Sitting in front of me on the table was a short cocktail glass of my favorite bourbon. It was my “drug of choice” so to speak. It had an extraordinarily strong scent that settled on you long after you consumed the beverage. It was exceptionally smooth and always went down effortlessly which made it easier to consume more often as well. 

I was not what most would call an alcoholic, although I drank whiskey often. But, I did not drink to the point of falling over or having a colossal hangover the next day. I still got up early every morning and was able to function. So, maybe some people would consider it functioning alcoholism. It was usually just one or two drinks to help calm my nerves and dull the pain. The problem was that it was beginning to turn into an every night occurrence. It was getting to the point where the bartenders knew what I was having as soon as I walked in the door. 

Usually, I would come to this pub, sit at my booth, have a couple of drinks and leave. But lately, it wasn’t just a couple of drinks anymore. It was a half bottle with another half waiting for me at home. Of course, I never saw a problem with it. It was a pain killer. A deterrent. Blanketing my true emotions with every sip. 

The very last night I was there, I remember looking around the pub, imagining this night that would change my life forever, and thinking to myself that I was never going to be back there again. After this night, I would never again be able to study the pictures on the walls or the obscured messages from celebrities who would write to the owner and wish them well on all of the autographed pictures. 

I think I was finally realizing that I could not change the past and that I was wasting my time trying. Willing myself to imagine a world in which, for once, my dreams might somehow come true. I was becoming consumed with the past. How does one move on in life when in their heart, they begin to understand that they can never return to the past? My mind was addicted to finding a way to change what had happened in my life. But, how could I possibly change anything that was now factual in the world? How could I change what is, into what was? Even if only for a moment. 

I came to terms with the fact that, regardless of my achievements, and despite my many accomplishments in life, I was still just an ordinary man. What possible difference could I ever make? Still, for some reason, I thought that if I went into that bar. If I sat at that booth. And, if I replicated every single event from that one particular night. Somehow, she would come back to me. I imagined that if I repeated this series of events every single night, that one night, somehow she would walk through that door again. In my mind, this repetition was the only way to get back what I had lost. Unfortunately, it was also the definition of insanity.

See, I had her once before, many years ago. We were deeply in love back then. We were incredibly young, maybe fifteen or sixteen years old. So, we didn’t really know if it was true love or not at the time. Looking back on it now, I can say with the utmost certainty that she was the first and only true love that I had ever had in my life. But, I let her go. I let her walk out of my life. And, I had to live with that. But, I did it because I did not think that I was good enough for someone so extraordinary. She was so perfect to me that I thought there was no way that I would ever be able to keep her. 

From the beginning, the past had always haunted me. The fact was that I was a penniless young man with nothing but the clothes on my back at the time and she had come from such a wealthy family. This had always weighed heavily on my mind. 

As a young teenager, I had to steal all my clothes. As a matter of fact, I had to steal everything. My father left when I was three. And, my mother didn’t have the money to pay for anything for me, even necessities. I always had to try to fake my life for everyone. I did this to fool people into thinking that I came from wealth. I was afraid of what people would think if they knew I had come from poverty. So, I put on this facade to fool the world in to thinking I was someone else. 

Her life was the complete opposite. She was given everything she needed from a noticeably young age. While I had stolen everything I had owned, she was raised with integrity. I came from a poor, broken home. My parents had divorced before I began grade school. Her family was exceptionally loving and happy. We were on two opposite ends of this broad spectrum. We were different. Too different. There was no way that I could ever convince her to stay with me once she realized who and what I really was. Or, so I thought. 

In my mind, it was bound to end some time, and I was determined at the time to be the one who ended it. You see, that way, I could never get hurt. Every person I had ever loved in my life had in some way been taken from me. My father left our family when I was young. My aunt, who helped raise me as a child, passed away from cancer when I was just a kid. My mother had abandoned me as a teenager. Therefore, I knew that it was only a matter of time before she left as well. So, I ended it. I ended us. This would become the single biggest mistake that I would ever make in my life.

Her name was Elizabeth. But, she hated being called by her given name though. So, everyone called her Ella. I will never forget when we first met. She was the most beautiful girl I had ever seen in my life. She was tall and slender with long brown hair that came down just past her shoulders. She loved putting her hair up in a ponytail even though, as I would always point out facetiously, that her neck was too long to do so. Her skin complexion was as fair as a princess in a Disney movie. It was always so flawless that she never even needed any makeup. There was never a blemish on her face. And, everyone knows how impossible that is in high school. I always made fun of her big hands. But, that was just to poke fun. They were perfect to me. She was perfect to me. Every girl wanted to be her, and every guy wanted to date her. But, for some reason, she chose me. 

From the first moment I saw her, I remember feeling like I had to have her or I would die. It was the strangest feeling. The first time we spoke, I had this odd feeling deep down in my stomach. It was like somehow I knew that meeting her was going to change my life right before my eyes. To this day, I still don’t know why I was the one she wanted. It’s something I still think of often. She had her choice of any guy she wanted. But, she picked me. I will be forever grateful for it. 

Now, some people despise their high school years. They hate those years with a passion. I was the complete opposite. I loved every minute of every day in high school. My high school was very cliché when it came to the cliques and the atmosphere. We had jocks, who were always into sports. We had the nerdy kids, the rich kids, the musical group, the outsiders, and the trouble makers. The difference for me was that I never got involved in any of those parties. I was very extroverted back then. Opinions never mattered to me. So, I became friends with everyone.

My high school had over two thousand students in it. Needless to say, we had all the scenery that was typical for any large high school in America back then. Being an athlete in high school had a lot of perks which I was unaware of until I started playing sports. For the first time in my life, I had a place where I fit in. I wasn’t looked at as the poor kid anymore. I wasn’t pitied for not having what others had  before I got into sports. I didn’t have to fake my life any longer. Honestly, I felt like a superstar.

I had started my sophomore year as a baseball player on the junior varsity team. I was always very competitive. But, I was far from the best player on the team. I struck out a lot. But, I was extremely powerful. So, when I connected with the ball, I would hit it over the fence almost every time. I held two records at my high school for baseball, most home runs in a season and most strike outs. 

Realizing my potential, mostly because of my strength, my baseball coach had pushed me towards becoming a football player. The summer after my sophomore year, I went away to football camp for the first time. By my junior year of high school, I was the starting quarterback of my high school football team. The transition from baseball to football was almost effortless to me. I was naturally more drawn to a contact sport. Also, my arms were very powerful from throwing baseballs. So, I could naturally throw a football very far and incredibly accurately as well. 

I would move on to set regional records in my area for touchdowns and passing yards in my very first year on the team. Also, I led our team to a district championship that year, which was extremely rare for someone who had only been playing football for a year. It was the first district title in the school's history.

I always got such an incredible rush from competition. Football was the perfect sport for me to be in. Being on that field and hearing the people in the stands screaming and cheering for my team. Taking massive hits and dishing out those monstrous hits in return when I would play on defense. It just made me feel invincible. For those 60 minutes on that football field, I felt like a god. And, I played like one, too. The only problem was that winning and losing a game always fell on the quarterback's shoulders. It was the quarterback's job to lead the team. So, I took all the glory from winning and the heartache from losing as well.

Off the field, I had more friends than ever. I had girls constantly flirting with me left and right. Ella was never very happy with that aspect of the game. In fact, she used to poke fun at me with these silly, sly remarks like, “which girl are you taking home after the game Charlie?” But, she knew that I only ever had eyes for one girl. She also knew that she was only ever going to get one answer out of me. However, I still enjoyed teasing her occasionally by telling her that there was this “one girl”. Everything seemed to be falling right into place in my life. 

It’s funny, cause I do not remember the first home run that I hit. I don’t remember the first touchdown pass I threw. Honestly, I can’t seem to recall many significant moments in my adult life either. I never did have a particularly good memory. However, I do remember exactly what Ella was wearing the first time she told me that she loved me. I also can recall the exact place we were as well. 

Ella’s parents had thrown her a 16th birthday party at her house one weekend. She had on this hideous hooded sweatshirt with a pink flower on it. Her hair was stuffed up in a baseball cap and she had on a torn pair of blue jeans. That one memory has been burned into my brain, etched like a drawing with a permanent marker. No matter how hard I try, that memory is always going to be there. It’s as vivid as if it had happened yesterday. Perhaps it was destined to be that way. Maybe there was a reason it was meant to stay in my memory. Pressed between the pages in my mind like that.

Ella’s parents’ home was the most beautiful house I had ever been in in my life at the time. I felt so out of place with everyone there because I was so poor growing up. I wasn’t used to seeing such beautiful, extravagant things. I also wasn’t used to being around such sophisticated people either. Her father was the chief of police in the town that we lived in. Ella’s mother was in finance at a big-name bank in the city. So, they were very well off. Contrary to her family, my single mother had just gotten her first full time job ever at the age of thirty-four. 

The only reason I was ever able to fit in with all the wealthy kids was because I was on the football team. Also, I happened to be the greatest story teller in the history of story telling. So, I was able to fabricate these “half-truths” about my family and where I came from. Nobody ever really asked about money though. Everyone just assumed if you played sports that your parents had money. So, I could act the part of a teenager with wealthy parents, even though I was dirt poor with only my mother to support my sister and me. 

My work ethic was always very strong from a very young age. At the age of eleven, I was already delivering newspapers at three o'clock in the morning before school. By the time I was sixteen, I had a landscaping job on the weekends. Also, I bussed tables on week nights, on top of going to school and football practice. 

Ella didn’t know it at the time, but I had saved up some money at the time to buy her this gold necklace with a pendant on it that said, “I Love You”. It was very small and modest. But, Ella loved sentimental things like that. That was my gift to her for her 16th birthday. 

Up until that night, we had never said those words to each other before. Back then, it seemed as if there was an unwritten rule that you didn’t say those words to a girl under any circumstances for some reason. That’s how it felt anyway. This was my way of telling her that I loved her without actually saying the words. It terrified me to tell her that because at the time, I could only hope that she had felt the same way. Also, I had never told a girl that before. That was obvious though, considering I had never felt that way about another girl before then in my life. 

I purposely left the room when she opened my gift that day to save myself the possible heartache of watching her reaction. I had no idea how she was going to take it. But, I wasn’t going to stick around for the chance that she may not have felt the same way. I knew she had feelings for me. But, I didn’t know if those feelings had grown into her falling in love with me or not. I was entirely unsure of myself. Although I acted confident at the time, I was terrified of how she would take it.

While blowing out her birthday candles that night, all of her friends decided to collectively push Ella’s face into her birthday cake. In doing so, what proceeded was a full-scale food fight between all of her closest friends in the middle of the kitchen. It was almost as if her parents had anticipated this ahead of time because they had put plastic down on the ground all over the kitchen and dining room which connected and made one gigantic room before they brought out her cake. Just those two rooms alone in her house made up almost the entirety of my home. 

Following the events that unfolded that evening, all of her friends that attended the party went down to her basement to hang out while she went up to change and take a shower to get all the cake off of her face and out of her hair. This became the opportune time for me to talk to her friends. “Has Ella said anything about me?”, I asked her best friend Courtney. “Yes, but I can’t tell you what she said, Charlie,” Courtney said as she smiled bashfully. “Well, can you at least tell me if she liked the gift that I got her? I didn’t get to see her open it”. “She loved it, Charlie. She cried when she opened it,” Courtney responded. Just as I was starting to ask another question, Ella came running downstairs. Unexpectedly, she ran right past all of her friends and family and threw her arms around me. 

Every time I think about the day the girl of my dreams told me she loved me, I go back to that one particular moment in time deep in my mind. That memory I keep hidden away because of the emotion I feel when I think about it.

Ella had changed out of that pink sweatshirt and into a white t-shirt and these short blue shorts that were small enough to give her father an angry glare when he saw what she was wearing as she rushed past him into my arms. Knowing that her dad could see us from afar, she hugged me and kissed me on the cheek. Then, she leaned in close and whispered softly in my ear, “I love you, Charlie” she said. I felt her warm, sweet breath on my neck. This intoxicating euphoria slowly moved over me as I put my head down. It was something that I had never experienced in my life up until that point. I closed my eyes and took a slow deep breath. Looking in Ella’s eyes in that moment, I knew right then that I had to have her forever. It was the most satisfying, content feeling I have ever felt or am ever likely to feel again in my lifetime. That one moment was where I wanted to live the rest of my life. 

I didn’t tell Ella right there the way that I felt about her. I just smiled at her as her friends all came over to ask what had taken her so long. Courtney and her other close friend Alicia suggested that we all go out back to the pool and go swimming before it got to be too late and everyone had to leave. The party steadily moved outdoors as we all went out back to Ella’s backyard to swim in her pool for a couple more hours. Eventually, as the day turned into the evening, the party began to die down. Some parents began showing up and the friends that had their own cars drove home. 

I was the last one at Ella’s house that evening. Everyone had gone home and we were finally alone together for the first time that day. The sun had just gone down over the horizon. The sky was completely clear and the light from the stars shined bright. The weather seemed to accommodate us too as it was particularly warm for an April evening. All of the lights in the landscaping of her house came on as well which kept the front porch dimly lit. The moon and outdoor lights gave off just enough light for us to see each other without having to strain our eyes. We sat on a large Amish-style swinging bench on her porch while I waited to be picked up. 

I remember being extremely embarrassed because my mother drove an exceptionally old, rusty car that had only one working door and two working windows on the entire thing. The rust traveled halfway up the blue doors on every side of the vehicle. But, it ran and that was all my mother really cared about. I hadn’t yet had all the money together to purchase my own vehicle. But, I was almost there. A few more months of hard work would do the trick.

I did everything I could that night to get Ella to let me wait on her front porch alone so that she wouldn’t have to see the car I was being picked up in. But, she just would not give in. What I didn’t know at the time was that she wasn’t shallow whatsoever. She didn’t care at all what my mother drove or how much money my family had. She only cared about me. Unfortunately, I wouldn’t find this out until much later in life. 

After about fifteen or twenty minutes of waiting, I saw my mothers old car pull in to her cul-de-sac. “I love you, Charlie,” Ella said to me once more, this time with more eagerness in her voice. “Ella.” I whispered as I put my head down. I was trying to trick her into thinking that maybe I hadn’t felt the same way. Nothing I did could ever fool her though. But, then something happened that I didn't anticipate at all. As I looked up and into Ella’s eyes, this exhilerating extraordinary satisfaction fell over me. For the first time in my life, I said something that I never pictured myself saying to anyone. “I’m in love with you, Ella.” After I spoke it into existence, I closed my eyes and waited for a moment for her response. Telling someone you love them is different from telling someone that you are in love with them. Being in love is deeper. But, that is how I felt. After a moment or two, she replied, “I am so in love with you”. 

In that moment, somehow it felt to me like nothing in the world could ever be that bad again. Because, no matter what came my way, no matter what problems I had to face, I had Ella’s heart. I knew as I let go of her hand on that porch, looking down at her pretty pink nail polish, that my life was never going to be the same again. I looked into her beautiful brown eyes, kissed her, and walked down to my mother’s car to go home.

“What’s wrong?”, my mother asked hastily as we drove back home. She could see that something had drastically changed in my personality. “Nothing Mom,” I said. She knew that I wasn’t being honest. But, I didn’t know how to tell her that I had just fallen in love with this girl. I didn’t know how to explain what I was feeling because I had never felt it before. I was in these odd, uncharted waters as a sixteen-year-old kid that felt impossible to navigate.

We lived on the other side of town where the lower-class people resided. Our house was very small and quaint. I always made sure to keep up on the outside so that anyone who did see it would think that it was modest but charming. 

When I crawled into bed that night, I stayed awake most of the night thinking about her soft, gentle touch and her voice whispering in my ear. I could still smell her perfume on my sweater. Lying in bed with it next to me, dreaming of her silky skin, of her soft lips on mine and my hands on her face as I kissed her. I drifted off into a deep sleep. 

Now, I have never been one who is able to remember many dreams in their life. But, the dream I had that night has always stayed with me. Over a green mountain top, through a vast, magical forest, on an acre of land with grass as green as a ripe avocado rested a beautiful log cabin. The porch wrapped around the house as two big yellow labrador retrievers ran up on to it and began chasing each other around the land. I walked inside and Ella came running up to me and jumped in my arms. “Charlie, can we just stay here forever? Just you and me?” she asked. “Forever my love,” I replied. I walked back outside and rested my shoulder against the porch opening. Ella joined me outside and put her arms around my waist behind me. This was the most charming, delightful place I had ever seen. Just as I went to open my mouth to speak, I woke up. That breathtaking place was my paradise. And, sometimes I think that whatever power is responsible for making our world, decided to give me a glimpse of what paradise looked like through my eyes.

The next day in high school we were around each other all day, except for when we had to be in different classrooms. But, one of us would always sneak out to find the other in their class to say hello. Sometimes, this would happen simultaneously, and we would inadvertently meet in the hallway. Everything we did together was always full of bliss. It was like time stood still when we were with each other. Nothing seemed to matter anymore. I stopped spending time with all of my friends that I played sports with. She stopped hanging out with all of her girlfriends. Nobody was really upset about it though. Frankly, they were sick of us and our public displays of affection towards each other anyways. My best friend Paul would literally tell us to “go get a room and get lost” every time he would see us kiss.  

It was always so difficult to explain to everyone who would ask exactly how I felt at the time. It was like being on your favorite ride in the world and never having to get off. It was like having everything you could ever want in life all together, pure ecstasy. When we were together, we would laugh until our stomachs hurt. It was almost as if I couldn’t be with her without kissing her or touching her. Just being next to her was everything to me

We argued constantly over the most pointless things, and we would always make up immediately after with the constant and consistent promise of “never again.” Every single kiss we had was like it was written from a romance novel and came right out of a love story. It was pure, true, blissful, unconditional love in its purest form.

It was during this time, as our junior year was coming to an end, that I began to realize just how much I was in love with Ella. She had already known, or so she said, that I was the one for her, that I was the only one for her, forever. But I had never considered my future before this time with Ella. I knew that I wanted to be with her forever, too. But, this doubt and uncertainty began to flood my mind as the school year was coming to a close. That malevolent doubt slowly began to unwind and infect our perfect existence together. 

The arguments and disagreements became worse. I became more cruel in my words. Rarely thinking of the consequence of such angry, disgusting words. And, with every ‘I love you” that came from her, my belief in her truth would diminish even more. My mentality returned to that of the person who was not good enough. As much as I pushed her away and retreated into myself, she still continued to stay with me and fight to try and keep us together. 

Ella continued to push to try and get us back to that place where we had started the summer before, mystically in love with each other. I was so scared of losing her that I did everything I could think of to end our relationship. She simply would not give in. I think somewhere deep down inside, Ella knew it wasn’t what I actually, genuinely wanted.  

Finally, with a heart full of anger and pride, that poisonous, evil mentality of feeling like I was never going to be good enough for her got the best of me. I would be the one to end our relationship. At the time, I had the feeling that I could get her back, regardless of how terrible I treated her. How conceited I was to think anyone at all would want someone like that let alone someone as beautiful inside and out as she was. As the year came to a close, for the first time in almost two years, I was once again alone.
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My senior year seemed to fly by timewise. I started boxing on the days I didn’t have football practice. It just became a hobby to get me in to better shape and pass time. Football had become the focal point of my entire life. After leading our team to sectional and regional titles, we would be competing for our schools first ever state championship, which had our entire school in pandemonium. 

I would see Ella from time to time in the hallways of school, always surrounded by her friends. After our break up, Ella had stopped communicating with me entirely. Every day, I would wake up and try my hardest not to think of her beautiful face, her sweet, soft voice, and my arms around her waist. She loved me once. Now, I couldn’t even get her to look at me. 

On the night of our championship game, I was in the locker room gearing up for the biggest game of my life. All I could think about was Ella. I missed her terribly. But, somehow I had to try and get her out of my mind so I could focus on the task at hand. Coming out of the locker room onto a field with five thousand people screaming and cheering was a feeling I will never forget. 

The team we were playing hadn’t lost a single game in two years. They had won the state championship the two years prior and they were determined to defend their title and win a third consecutive championship for their school. I saw Paul, who ran up to the sideline when I came out of the tunnel onto the field. He was waving me over to him as our team was being introduced. I could tell by the look on his face and the eagerness of his gestures that he had something important to tell me. Our team was stretching before the game started. So, I took a quick break to go talk to him. 

As soon as I got to him, I learned what he was so impatient to tell me. “It’s Ella Charlie,” he said. “What is it? Is she okay?” I asked. “I didn’t want to tell you until after the game. But, I saw her with someone, Charlie.” “What do you mean?” I asked in a loud, angry voice. “She’s dating someone, Charlie. I saw her with him yesterday. I didn’t want to say anything before the game, but I didn’t want you to find out from someone else either.” 

Anger and explosive rage immediately consumed me. How could this happen? How could she do this to me? The thought of being able to get her back slowly began to slip away from me. I needed answers. 

Regardless of my personal life, I had a game to play. Even after receiving this devastating news, I had to try and focus on the game.  And, it wasn’t just another ordinary game. We had made it to the state championship game. We had earned our way to a shot at a state title.

After we took the field and I spoke to Paul, I could barely concentrate. I was so distraught that I could hardly remember any of the plays we had practiced so many times throughout the season and in preparation for this game. I kept looking out in to the massive crowd of people, scanning the enormous group for one face. But, Ella was nowhere to be found. The only thing that I could think of to do was to use my fury and try to turn it in to positivity on the field. So, I used this rage as fuel and threw five touchdowns in the first half of the game. 

At halftime, we were winning the game 35-3. The game was over for me. I ran back to the locker room as fast as I could. At that point, it didn’t matter to me who was winning anymore or what the score was. I had finally realized what I was losing. 

My mind began racing as thoughts of her with someone else crossed my mind. My behavior became erratic. I think in all the chaos that night, somehow I realized that there are no second chances in life. We have one life. One life and then it’s over. So, the decisions we make, we live with forever. Was I too late?

I began removing my pads as my teammates and coaches came back to the locker room. Nobody noticed at first. My head coach was the first one to come up to me. “Charlie, what the hell are you doing? Get your cleats back on. We have an entire half of football to play still!” I continued removing my pads. “I’m leaving coach. I have something I have to do. I’m sorry,” I said. “Your teammates are counting on you Charlie. What else could you possibly have to do right now?” the coach asked. “Coach, I’m sorry but my life is more important than your championship.” I stated. The coach stormed out of the locker room without saying another word to me. 

I ran out of the locker room with my jersey and shoulder pads still on. I drove to every place in the city that I thought Ella might be. I went to every spot I knew she liked to go. Whether she was with this new guy or not, I had to tell her how I felt. I had to make it right. It was getting late, and I still could not find her. I didn’t want to stop. I didn’t want to give up. But, as it got later, the chances of finding her at that point were very slim. 

As the town began to fill up with people who were celebrating our victory, I parked my car in the village and began walking alone through the town. I walked by the many shops and restaurants in town. People were coming up to me and congratulating me for winning the game. Some people asked me where I had gone in the second half and if I had been injured in the game. I tried to be as subtle as I could. After all, I was in no mood to talk.

When Paul called me, he told me the final score. Our team went on to win the game, 35-27. My team did not score once in the second half. Had it not been for the five touchdown passes I threw, we would not have been state champions. I had led my team to a state title, the first state title in the school's eighty-year history. And, it meant absolutely nothing to me. 

All I could think about was Ella. All I could think about was her smile and her beautiful eyes looking back at me. She always had this way of looking at me. It was almost as if I could feel her eyes without even looking at her. It was another memory to add to the list of things that had now gone from my life.
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