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			The Thursday Night Club

		

	
		
			1

			Jesse Cabral and three of his friends—Izzy, Ava and Randy—gathered for their weekly Thursday Night Club get-together on Izzy and Ava’s front porch; they waited for the group’s final member, Kevin Robinson, to start playing cards. They’d just settled in after their final college move and were ready to pick up where they’d left off in May.

			As college seniors, who’d escaped the dorms the previous year, Jesse and the small crew had quickly grown to love the safe haven. A dim porch light illuminated their late night games, assisted by a gaudy table lamp that sat in their living room. On the interior sill, there was an external speaker that could be accessed when the window was open—which was most of the time. Although the gang was good about keeping their music at a respectable volume, the music was always on—as they took turns running through each of their play lists on their smartphones. An old, wooden table—its green paint worn and chipped—sat near the porch railing and was surrounded by mismatched chairs. There were several fixed items that sat on the table: an ashtray for guests (none of them smoked, so it was almost like a trap to unsuspecting guests who would face a serious lecture if they ever lit up on the porch); a worn deck of cards they counted each time to ensure there were still fifty two; and empty peanut jars left by Jesse. Knotty pine floorboards led to a creaky glider that sat in the porch’s corner; it was where Izzy and Ava sat—when they weren’t playing cards—buried beneath Ava’s grandmother’s colorful crocheted afghans. An old steamer trunk, filled with pillows and throws, was used as a footrest or seat—whatever—while a framed photo of a black Labrador Retriever they called McGruff hung above the glider. As they couldn’t keep any four-legged friends on the premises, it was the next best thing. The quaint space was an extension of the apartment’s interior—just another room in a poorly decorated dwelling indicative of young people on tightly fixed budgets. Just beneath the porch, a recyclable bin was filled with empty wine bottles, pizza boxes and soup cans, while a plastic trash can overflowed with everything else. The rent—much like their college books—cost ten times its true value. But they didn’t complain. Unlike most of the other college apartments in the area, this dump had a porch.

			“I swear,” Ava said, “it’ll be nothing shy of a miracle if I make it through Professor McKee’s class.” Ava was a petite brunette with a cute face and shiny eyes.

			Jesse grinned. “Well then, it’s a good thing that miracles do happen,” said the tall, lanky man.

			“I’m serious, Jesse,” Ava said. “She’s inhuman.” Ava shook her head. “She’s honestly the coldest person I’ve ever had to deal with.”

			“Stop,” Jesse said, shaking his short-cropped head, “she’s not that bad. I had her for philosophy last year. I admit she can be tough, but trust me…” he grinned, “…under that hard shell, you’ll find a warm, gooey center,” he finished, his protruding Adam’s apple nodding to each word.

			“There’s no way we’re talking about the same Ice Queen,” Izzy, the theatre arts major, chimed in. With long blonde hair and brown eyes, the laid back dreamer was actually speaking foul of someone—drawing surprised looks from the rest of them.

			Just then, like a sudden Oklahoma twister, Kevin arrived on the front porch. Wearing the usual Irish skelly cap and secondhand clothes, he claimed his seat at the table. “Sorry I’m late, guys,” he said, “but I broke down on the way over here.”

			“Oh no,” Izzy said, concerned.

			Kevin smirked. “My car’s fine,” he grinned. “It’s just that a really sad song came on the radio and I had to pull over to the side of the road and have myself a good cry.”

			While Izzy and Ava slapped his arm, Jesse laughed. Randy shook his head. “You’re such an idiot,” he said.

			Kevin’s head snapped toward Randy. “Says the guy who ate a tuna fish sandwich made of cat food.”

			Everyone laughed but Randy—who sneered at each of them, while fighting back his own smile. “Yeah, real funny, clown,” Randy said. “You mark my words, I’ll get you back for that one too.”

			Kevin shook his head and looked over at Jesse. “I swear, ever since we dressed Randy in that Easter egg costume and hid him where no one would find him, he’s gotten really mean.”

			Jesse shrugged and looked over at Randy. “Sorry, brother,” he said, “I never realized we were supposed to look for you.”

			Changing the subject, Ava asked, “Why were you late, Kev?”

			“It’s probably that girl,” Izzy added. “What’s her name?”

			“Marybeth.”

			“And she’s the reason Kevin’s cut back on the partying this year,” Randy complained.

			“Well, there are worse things,” Jesse commented.

			Ava nodded. “Why don’t you bring Marybeth by to meet the group?” she asked Kevin.

			He shook his head. “Because she’d never survive in this viper pit.”

			“What?” Izzy asked.

			Kevin laughed. “We have way too much history together and almost everything we talk about is an inside joke.”

			“Gotcha,” Ava said, and the others didn’t question it any further either.

			Jesse turned to Kevin. “Yeah, I have to admit it, Kev,” he said, smirking, “you got Randy pretty good with that cat food sandwich.”

			“Pretty good? “ Kevin repeated, nearly squealing.

			Randy’s eyes narrowed and his face turned red.

			Jesse shrugged. “It wasn’t bad.”

			“You’re insane,” Kevin said. “That gourmet sandwich is going down as legendary on this campus.”

			“You’re the one who’s insane!” Randy barked. “That prank was lame.”

			“And I suppose you could do better?” Kevin asked, defensively.

			“Any one of us could top that stupid prank,” Randy said, looking over at Jesse for back up.

			Wearing a devilish grin, Jesse nodded in agreement.

			Izzy and Ava looked at each other and shook their heads. “Here we go again,” Ava said.

			Excited with an idea, Kevin stood and held out his palm. “Okay. Okay. I know exactly how we can settle this.”

			There was quiet, each of them looking at the others and smiling.

			“We’ll make a bet,” Kevin said. “Each one of us will kick in twenty-five cents. For a full week, we’ll go out and have fun with any unsuspecting victim we can find. Exactly one week from tonight, we’ll report back here and reveal our greatest prank. After an honest vote, we’ll finally see who the true master is.”

			While the boys nodded their approvals, the girls surrendered in disgust.

			“That’s just asinine,” Izzy said, “and you can count us out.” She looked at Ava. “Aren’t you happy we don’t have testosterone?” she asked.

			Ava nodded. “It’s unbelievable. We’re graduating from college in the spring and you guys are acting like you’re still in high school.”

			“I know, right?” Izzy added “Real mature.”

			Jesse, Randy and Kevin sat at the table, grinning.

			“Maturity has nothing to do with it, Izzy,” Jesse said. “It’ll be a wonderful exercise in male bonding. It’s a guy thing, you know?”

			The girls shook their heads again.

			Kevin nodded. “That’s right, though we all know who will dominate…”

			“Yeah, me!” Randy barked.

			“You’re both wrong,” Jesse said. “You boys just don’t have the creativity to compete.”

			The three guys argued for a bit, each believing that he was the wittiest. Then, Jesse got back to the bet at hand. “I like the idea, Kevin,” he said, “but there’s one problem.” He took a deep breath and grinned. “Randy and I both know that you tell the truth like a used car salesman.”

			“Yeah, right,” Kevin snapped but still took a moment to give it some thought. “Fine. We’ll each record the craziness on our cell phones. The witness testimony of another player is the only other evidence that’ll be allowed. Deal?”

			While Randy and Jesse nodded in agreement, Kevin dumped one of Jesse’s half-empty jars of peanuts onto the table and blew out the dusty remains. Grinning, he threw a single quarter into it. Randy and Jesse each added their quarters. Kevin screwed the cap back onto the jar and handed it to Ava. She shook her head and placed it into the corner of the porch.

			“Any way to get disqualified?” Randy asked.

			As Kevin began to shake his head, Jesse jumped in as the voice of reason. “Anything physically harmful or offensive should definitely be grounds for disqualification,” he said, grabbing a handful of peanuts from the table.

			Each man nodded his agreement, Kevin, a little more reluctantly.

			“Awesome,” Randy said. “Now we’ll see who the real funny man is.”

			Kevin laughed. “And don’t worry about the money, boys. This prank-master plans to give you both your quarters back. I’m just in it for the braggin’ rights.”

			They each chuckled.

			Kevin nodded and continued. “And that’s braggin’ rights for all time.”

			Jesse scooped another handful of peanuts into his mouth.

			“Don’t you ever eat anything besides peanuts?” Izzy asked.

			“Yeah, peanut butter,” Jesse said.

			Ava laughed, which came out as its usual giggle.

			Jesse stood and stretched. “Well, I have an early class tomorrow,” he said with his mouth full, “so I’ll see you good people around campus.” He looked at Randy and grinned. “And beware, everyone is open game now.” He chewed a few more times before swallowing whatever remained in his mouth.

			Randy stood to join him. “I have to head out too,” he said, turning his attention to Izzy and Ava. “See you all next Thursday night.”

			“Unless we see you first,” Kevin blurted.

			Randy shook his head. “You’re so lame, Kev,” he muttered.

			Kevin stood and turned to the girls. “Ladies, we’ll see you next Thursday.”

			Izzy and Ava nodded.

			“Bye boys,” Izzy said.

			“And don’t go getting kicked out of school for seventy-five cents,” Ava added.

			One final laugh echoed into the clear night.

		

	
		
			2

			Kevin and Jesse stepped into their first class of the day—Biology. Fifteen minutes into the mundane instruction, Kevin had an idea and grinned. On a clean sheet of white lined paper, he wrote a note: Do you love me? Check Yes or No, with a box beside each choice. He signed it, Jesse, and folded it in half.

			Another ten minutes elapsed before the class was completely quiet and he decided to launch his attack. Without warning, he looked over at Jesse and yelled, “I’m not telling you again. Please leave me alone. I’m having a tough enough time in this class and I’m trying to pay attention.”

			While the professor’s head snapped up, the rest of the class looked toward Kevin and Jesse.

			Kevin shook his frustrated head, stood and approached the professor. He looked back at Jesse and smirked. “That guy who sits next to me just handed me this note,” he said, pointing directly at Jesse, “and I think it may constitute sexual harassment.”

			The professor reluctantly grabbed the folded note.

			“I came here to learn,” Kevin added, dramatically, “not be treated like some piece of raw meat.”

			Still silent, the professor slowly unfolded the note and read it. Obviously trying to conceal his smile, he looked up at Jesse. “Please come see me after class, Mr. Cabral,” the older teacher said.

			“Thank you,” Kevin said, returning to his seat.

			“What did I do?” Jesse asked.

			“Just see me after class,” the professor repeated.

			Seconds later, Kevin looked over at Jesse again and yelled, “I told you…the answer’s no!”

			When the class returned to the professor’s lecture, Jesse shook his head and chuckled. “That’s so bush league, Robinson,” he whispered, “and it’s going to take more than that to win a few quarters.”

			Kevin grinned. “Just so you know,” he whispered back, “I would have checked yes.”

			“What does that mean?” Jesse asked.

			Kevin nodded. “You’ll see after class.”

			 

			~~~

			Across town, Randy stood at the counter of a fast-food restaurant, filling out a job application. He wrote the name Kevin Robinson on the first line. The young manager looked at him. Randy explained, “Whether it’s fast food or telemarketing, I swear I’m going to get a job if it kills me.”

			The manager nodded compassionately.

			~~~

			Izzy and Ava were crossing the campus to head back to their apartment when they spotted a crowd congregating near the quad—the area cordoned off by yellow crime scene tape. Curious, Ava headed straight for it with Izzy in tow.

			The college campus was surrounded by groves of pine trees and a wood line filled with maples and oaks to the north, east and south. A pond and manmade waterfall bordered the east side of campus, with a heavy planked bridge designed for students to stand around and reflect on their existences. It was used more as a shortcut to the community center building where the campus bookstore, gym and cafeteria were housed. Cement pathways—that must have looked like one giant spider web from ten thousand feet above—wandered throughout the campus. Each path met at its center—its core—the campus quad.

			The quad was a concrete octagon pit, with stairs that descended into a large cement pad at its center—several rows of benches sprouting out. Unless it was raining or snowing, students and faculty alike lined the quad stairs. It was a place where people studied, socialized, played acoustic guitar or even tried out old tired lines on the opposite sex. All roads led to the quad and though many folks could be seen spending time in their own world on their smartphones, it was still the main hub.

			As Izzy and Ava reached the quad, they both began to laugh.

			Dressed in all black, Jesse was standing in the middle of the concrete quad. His stoic face was painted white like a mime. A sign reading, CAUTION: MIME FIELD was propped up behind him.

			“Oh, my God,” Izzy muttered.

			Ava shook her head. “What these stupid boys won’t do to win a bet,” she said.

			The girls watched for a few minutes while Jesse mimed, atrociously. As they laughed, the large group that had gathered to watch was getting bigger by the second.

			Izzy and Ava stepped closer to see a cameraman from the college’s cable television show filming Jesse.

			“It’s being broadcast live across campus,” Ava realized aloud.

			“Give me a break,” Izzy said under her breath.

			One of the college’s female reporters stuck her microphone in Jesse’s face. “Sir, why are you out here today?” she asked.

			Jesse said nothing but kept on miming—badly.

			“To help save the environment?” she asked.

			Jesse still said nothing.

			“Is this some sort of protest?” she inquired further.

			Jesse continued to mime.

			“Perhaps you have a message to a society in ruins?” she suggested and looked back at the camera to flash her toothy smile.

			Again, Jesse remained silent, offering his answer in dreadful mime.

			The reporter turned to the camera again and smiled even wider. “Well, you heard it here first, folks. One brave soul has become a voice for those who don’t have one…” She quickly glanced back at Jesse before nodding to the camera. “…without ever speaking a word.”

			Ava turned to Izzy. “Well, isn’t that sweet?” she said, sarcastically.

			“Absolutely precious,” Izzy agreed. She thought for a moment and shook her head. “Doesn’t it seem like a lot of work to make seventy-five cents?”

			Ava nodded. “It seems like a lot of work to make seventy-five dollars,” she replied and grabbed Izzy’s hand to fight their way back through the crowd.

			As they broke free of the mob, the girls looked back one last time. Jesse was still miming.

			 

			~~~

			Between classes, Kevin’s cell phone rang. He answered it. “Yellow?” He listened for a second. “No, I’m not interested in a future at Bob’s Burger Barn,” he snapped and listened again. “I don’t care what the application says. Please don’t call me again,” he barked and hung up.

			Kevin thought about it and grinned. “You’re going to have to do better than that, Randy,” he mumbled under his breath. “Much better.” He laughed all the way to the sidewalk.

			 

			~~~

			A few hours after the sun had gone down for the night, Randy was enjoying karaoke at his favorite local bar. He needed to sit through a few rounds of some very bad singing before his name was called. “Randy Duhon’s up next,” the DJ announced. Grinning, Randy stood and made his way to the small stage.

			As the music started, he pushed play on his cell phone’s voice recorder, grabbed the microphone and began dramatically playing to the crowd—singing the old tune, Baby Come Back from Player, completely off key.

			The crowd ate up Randy’s foolishness and started clapping. At the end of the song, Randy went to one knee and picked out the prettiest stranger in the crowd; she was with a group of female friends.

			“That was for you, baby,” he said. “Please come back. Drugs aren’t the answer. The kids need you.” He wiped his eyes. “I need you, baby.”

			“Ohhhhh,” the crowd sighed, sympathetically.

			In the middle of the applause, Randy placed the microphone back on the stand, and waved. “Thank you,” he said. “I’ll be here ‘til Thursday. Please be sure to tip your waitresses on your way out.”

			As he exited the stage, Randy pushed stop on his mini tape recorder. He looked up to see the attractive stranger sneering at him. With a chuckle, he winked at her and left—the crowd patting him on the back all the way out.

			~~~

			The following day, Jesse stood out in front of the pharmacy collecting money for a fake charity. A flimsy cardboard sign reading, HELP STOP GINGIVITIS IN PERU was propped up behind him. He shook his empty cup at each customer that passed him by.

			In the midst of some really bad looks—directed at Jesse—a red-haired woman muttered, “Give me a break.”

			Jesse acted hurt. “Do you have any idea how bad everyone’s breath is in Peru?” he asked.

			“Bad enough to be stealing from people, I guess,” she replied in a huff.

			As she stomped into the pharmacy, Jesse laughed. Just then, another customer threw a dollar bill into his cup—oblivious to Jesse’s sign or the phony cause it advertised.

			Jesse looked into the cup and grinned. “We have enough for two packs of mints now.”

			Not five minutes had elapsed when Jesse stood in the middle of aisle four. He grabbed a box of anal itch ointment, lifted it high into the air and yelled toward the red-head, “Is this what you’re looking for?”

			Several other customers stifled their laughter before scurrying off to other aisles.

			 

			~~~

			It was late afternoon at the Wonderland Costume Shop when Kevin paid the clerk for the rented gorilla suit.

			“Little early for Halloween, isn’t it?” the clerk said.

			Kevin laughed. “No, not really.” He reached for his wallet. “I think I’ll pay cash for this, if that’s okay?”

			While the confused clerk cashed him out, Kevin smirked at his newest idea and left the store, lugging the heavy gorilla suit behind him.

			~~~

			The sun had just come up the following morning when Kevin was already hiding in the wood line near campus, dressed in the rented gorilla suit. Time to give the world another glimpse of the missing link, he thought. Every few minutes, he popped up and ran a few feet.

			It didn’t take long before two passing co-eds spotted him and screamed in terror. “I’m going to get the campus police,” one of them yelled and took off running.

			Her friend stood frozen, her mouth agape in horror. “It’s…it’s right there,” she stuttered, “in…in the woods…over there.” She put both hands to her mouth and screamed, “Oh, my God!”

			Another female student rushed to the girl’s aid. “Oh, my God, what is it?” she yelled, pointing at Kevin.

			Oh crap, Kevin thought and turned to run away. I’ve got to get out of here, he thought, breathing heavily. I could be disqualified for this.

			Just then, campus police sirens wailed in the distance, getting louder as each second passed.

			Panicked, Kevin yanked off the stifling gorilla head and swallowed hard. By now, there were dozens of students moving toward the wood line in search of Sasquatch. I’ve got to get out of here fast, Kevin thought and ran for his life.

			~~~

			An hour later, Jesse was sitting on a bench at the local park, pretending to do some bird watching. He held a pair of binoculars an inch away from his face, while a can of black shoe polish stuck out of his back pocket. As a female jogger came past, he whistled. “Oh my Lord, she’s beautiful,” he said, excitedly.

			Jesse could hear heavy breathing and looked up from the goggles to see the woman jogging in place right beside him. With a smile, he happily handed the binoculars over to her. “It’s right there in the woods,” he whispered, pointing.

			The attractive woman immediately placed the binoculars to her eyes and scanned the woods. “I don’t see anything,” she whispered, pulling the binoculars away from her face and looking back at Jesse. There were two perfect black circles surrounding her eyes.

			Jesse cleared his throat, as he struggled not to laugh.

			“I didn’t see anything?” the woman said, panting.

			Jesse smiled and took out his cell phone to discreetly snap a photo. “It was a baby raccoon,” he said, taking the picture from his hip, “a little naïve, but really cute.”

			The jogger placed the binoculars back to her face and scanned one last time. “Nothing,” she said and handed them back to Jesse—her eyes framed in shoe polish.

			Jesse fought off the laughter and shrugged.

			“Oh well,” she said, mirroring his shrug, “thanks anyway.” And she resumed her morning run.

			Jesse waited a few moments before he allowed himself to laugh aloud. He checked his phone. The photo had captured the woman from her chin down. That was dumb, he thought, I can’t even get credit for this one.

			 

			~~~

			It was nearly dusk. Kevin was just closing his Psychology textbook on the stairs of the Campus Community Center when he heard the college’s radio station report, “So the question remains, was there really a Big Foot sighting, or was it just some foolish kid who caused all the panic this morning?” There was a dramatic pause. “Campus Police are still investigating.”

			As a victorious smile worked its way into Kevin’s face, his cell phone rang. He answered it. “Hello?” He listened and could feel his face burn red with anger. “I already told you people,” he yelled, “I don’t want to work at a dog shelter cleaning out kennels, so stop calling me!”

			Kevin got up to leave. He was a few steps from the community center building when his cell phone rang again. He answered it and listened. “Now why in God’s name would I ever want a career at Wally’s Roast Beef?” he screeched.

			 

			~~~

			That night, Kevin told Jesse, “It’s so irritating. I get three or four phone calls every day from fast food joints asking when I can come in for an interview or from strange men wanting to meet me because my online profile seems very interesting.”

			Jesse laughed. “That sucks,” he said, “but it could be worse.”

			“And how’s that?” Kevin asked, disgustedly.

			“Randy could have targeted me with all those mindless pranks,” he teased.

			Kevin was still shaking his head when Jesse blurted, “Oh, my God…”

			Kevin looked up to find Randy’s smug face looking straight at them from the television screen. Randy was sitting comfortably on the college’s cable talk show couch. “Oh my God,” Kevin repeated and slowly took a seat.

			Brandt Swanson, the host, introduced Randy. “Today, we have Randy Duhon on the show. He’s here to talk about some of the lonely folks in our college community who still find it hard to approach the opposite sex and ask for a date.”

			Randy smiled right into the camera.

			In horror, Kevin and Jesse looked at each other. “Oh, no!” they said in sync.

			“Thanks for coming on the show today,” Brandt told Randy. “We appreciate it.”

			“Thanks so much for having me, Brandt. I’m grateful for the opportunity to speak to your audience today,” Randy said, smirking into the camera. “I have some really good friends who are great guys, but they also happen to be incredibly shy. For years, I’ve watched them struggle to even speak to girls and I’d like to share their frustration with you today.”

			In horror, Kevin and Jesse looked at each other again. “Oh God, no!” they said in unison.

			“When I first met Jesse Cabral and Kevin Robinson our freshman year, I thought they were both gay,” Randy said. “But after a while, I realized that the feminine mannerisms and squeaky voices were just defensive mechanisms.” He shrugged. “I guess they were just scared.”

			“I’m going to kill him,” Jesse said through gritted teeth.

			“Not if I get to him first,” Kevin promised.

			Randy looked back into the camera. “Girls, whenever you see Kevin or Jesse around campus, please be kind to them,” he said. “They’re both fighting to feel comfortable in their own skin.” He shook his head and lowered his tone. “They’re still trying to figure out who they are.”

			Kevin shook his head. “I hope Marybeth’s not watching this.”

		

	
		
			3

			The wet streets glistened beneath the streetlamps when Kevin and Marybeth pulled into the lot. Bent tubes of red and green neon hissed the word DINER; the exhausted R flickering like some cheap motel sign. A closer look revealed that the N was missing. DIER is what the billboard letters actually read.

			They pulled into a row of cars parked right to the door and stepped out to face equal amounts of glass and polished aluminum formed in the shape of a giant bus. The restaurant looked like a trailer home right smack in the middle of a black-tar parking lot. It looks like the perfect place to eat, Kevin thought.

			It was a tight squeeze past the candy vending machine where the new couple was greeted by another sign reading, Please Seat Yourself. They did. The booth was retro 50s, its bright green seat cushions cracked and taped. Kevin slid in right beside his smiling date. Marybeth was beautiful and sexy, with dark hair and eyes to match.

			On the table, warm creamers, a sticky bottle of ketchup and an array of assorted jellies sat beneath a walled jukebox. Its selections were as outdated as the diner’s elderly clientele. They dared not look under the table.

			A gum-snapping waitress approached, coffees in hand. She smelled of home fries and scrambled eggs, saving Kevin and Marybeth the time of reading the Specials board. “What’ll it be?” she asked with a smile.

			“Two eggs over easy with bacon and toast,” Marybeth ordered.

			“An omelet,” Kevin answered, “with everything in it.”

			The waitress winked and was on her way in a flash.

			“I love eating breakfast food at dinner time,” Marybeth said.

			“Me too,” Kevin said and grabbed her hand. For a moment, he scanned the place and allowed his mind to take in his surroundings.

			Without breaking his frantic stride, the cook acknowledged the new order being put up. He was as thin as a scarecrow with a moustache to match. He was quick, his dual spatulas clanging melodically against the sizzling grill. A day’s worth of sweat and food remnants stained his once white uniform, proof that he’d already worked his fair share. Still, he never slowed. After dropping some cubed potatoes into the deep fryer, he cracked four brown eggs. With the other hand, he reached for some cheese. Kevin sipped hot coffee and silently hoped it was his meal in the making. It was still too early to tell.

			While some oldies tune played like white noise in the background, the place was awash in a chorus of friendly conversation. From the memorabilia that cluttered the walls, it was like taking a walk into the past when Marilyn Monroe and James Dean hypnotized the country. “I love greasy spoons,” he muttered without thinking.

			“Me too,” Marybeth said and squeezed his hand.

			A woman at the next table nodded in agreement. “I love these places too,” she mumbled, gumming her pancakes to death. It was clear that privacy was one item not on the menu. The waitress returned to fill half-empty cups, forcing Kevin and Marybeth to recreate the same taste with more cream and sugar.

			Within minutes, she returned with the meals. The word “enjoy,” however, wasn’t ten minutes old when crumpled napkins found their way into two empty plates.

			While they finished off their third cups of coffee, Marybeth said, “I guess what I’m saying is, I’m not sure what I want after school, except that I don’t want any more school.”

			He laughed and continued staring into her big chocolate eyes.

			She finally stopped babbling long enough for him to lean in and kiss her.

			“You’re a really great listener,” she said in a voice that reached just beyond a whisper, making his heart flutter. “I was thinking that I’d like to be a great listener too.”

			One of his eyebrows stood.

			She giggled. “So the next time I see you,” she said, “which I’m really looking forward to…” She gave him another kiss. “…I intend to shut my mouth and let you run with it. I’m curious about you and I’m looking forward to learning everything about you.”

			Kevin started to speak, but stopped. “Marybeth,” he said carefully after organizing his thoughts, “you’re not just a woman I know or met. You’re someone I really care about…even though you want to take it slow.”

			“Kevin, I want to know your mind and especially your heart before we…”

			He nodded. “I understand,” he said. “We’ll move as fast or as slow as you’re comfortable with.”

			“Thank you for that,” she whispered, hugging him.

			Pushing the coffee mug away from him, Kevin said, “I’m getting together with everyone tonight.” He peered hard into her eyes. “Come with me. I really want them to meet you.”

			She shook her head. “Not tonight,” she said, “but soon.”

			Kevin nodded but felt confused about her reluctance to meet his friends. “Are you sure?” he asked.

			“Soon,” she repeated and kissed him.

			He paid the tab and slid out of the booth. “Okay,” he said.

			She slid out of the booth behind him and grabbed his hand. “But I’d really like it if you could call me later.” She looked into his eyes and smiled beautifully. “I need to hear your voice again before I go to bed.”

			Kevin swallowed hard and escorted her out of the greasy spoon, making room for others who salivated at the door.

			 

			~~~

			Izzy, Ava, Randy and Jesse gathered on Izzy and Ava’s front porch for their weekly Thursday Night Club get-together. As they drank beer and wine from mismatched glasses at the old wooden table—waiting on Kevin to start playing cards—they finished their discussion on the current state of the church.

			“…so why is that politically incorrect?” Randy asked, grinning.

			“Randy, you’re beyond politically incorrect,” Izzy said. “You’re just incorrect.”

			Randy laughed. “And comfortable with it, you Shiite liberal,” he said. “People take themselves way too seriously today.” He shook his head. “I think everyone has become much too sensitive for this big bad world.”

			Jesse nodded. “I agree,” he said, “and Randy’s right. Learning morals from the church is like learning fiscal ethics from Exxon-Mobile.”

			At that moment, Kevin emerged from the shadows wearing a baseball helmet with a video camera duct taped to the front of it. “Quiet on the set!” he screamed.

			They all laughed.

			“I hope you came up with something better than that,” Izzy said.

			Kevin removed the ridiculous helmet and took his rightful place at the table. “Oh, I did,” he said.

			“Late again, Kevin?” Ava said.

			He shrugged unapologetically. “I’m sure I didn’t miss anything,” he joked.

			“It was Marybeth again, right?” Izzy commented.

			He nodded.

			“Why don’t you just bring her along?” Ava asked.

			“Yeah,” Izzy said, “this isn’t exactly an exclusive club.”

			Everyone looked at Izzy.

			“Yeah, right,” Kevin said and smiled. “I’ll bring her around soon.”

			Wrapped in a heavy afghan, Ava sneezed and looked at Randy. “Can you please hand me a tissue?” she asked.

			“Kiss you?” he said. “But I hardly know you.”

			She playfully slapped his arm. “You need better material too,” she teased.

			“He sure does,” Kevin chimed in. “I just got his postcard from the Battleship Cove and…”

			“Battleship Cove?” Izzy interrupted. “Isn’t that four blocks from here?”

			Randy nodded and everyone laughed. It was the perfect transition from religion to tallying the pranks and deciding the latest contest winner.

			Still chuckling, Ava asked, “That’s the best you can do, Randy?”

			“That’s exactly what I thought,” Kevin blurted, smiling. “And then I figured, with amateur material like that, it has to be down to me and Jesse.”

			Randy stood. “I don’t think so,” he said excitedly.

			“And why’s that?” Jesse asked.

			“Because Jesse was out collecting money for charity,” Randy reported, nodding. “He wasn’t actually pranking people.”

			Kevin turned to Jesse. “Be honest, how much did you collect?”

			“Not even fifty bucks,” Jesse said defensively, “I swear.”

			“Okay, so what did you do with the money?” Kevin asked.

			Jesse shrugged. “I threw it into the Wounded Warrior Project jar at the pizza shop.”

			“That’s it, you’re disqualified,” Randy said decisively.

			The girls started laughing.

			Jesse stood. “I’m what?”

			“Randy’s right,” Kevin said. “You were supposed to be pranking people, not doing charity work.” He grinned. “You’re out of the contest, do-gooder.”

			Jesse sat back down and laughed. “Sorry guys. I guess I’ll have to blame my parents. They always taught me to give more than I take.”

			“That’s awesome,” Izzy said. “How so?” she asked, clearly interested in hearing more.

			Jesse smiled and his eyes grew distant. “When I was a kid, my father used to pull over for anyone who was stuck—rain, snow, it didn’t matter. If someone were in need of a helping hand, he’d lend one. And there I was, in the backseat of the car, paying close attention.” He smiled wide. “If parents made money raising kids, mine would have been millionaires,” he added sincerely.

			“Are you complementing your parents or yourself?” Randy asked.

			Jesse smiled. “Both I guess. All I’m doing is pulling over and lending a hand to some folks who need it. I just hope, when I have kids, that they pay attention too.”

			After sneezing twice, Ava asked, “So it was your dad, then, who screwed you up and molded you into a compassionate soul?”

			Jesse laughed. “Actually, my grandfather had the greatest influence on me when I was growing up. He once told me that he’d never been to a funeral where folks talked about a dead guy’s bank account or the amount of houses and cars he owned. Instead, people remembered their good deeds…the help they offered others throughout their lives.” Jesse paused. “Then he asked me, what if—in the end—wealth isn’t defined by what we’ve accumulated? What if it’s decided by how much we give away while we’re here?”

			“Your grandfather was a very wise man,” Ava said, stifling a cough.

			“He had his moments,” Jesse said, with a loving smile. “And then there were times when he was less than appropriate.”

			“A Renaissance man?” Kevin asked.

			Jesse chuckled. “I was seven years old when he recited a poem about a pelican to me.”

			“Do you remember it?” Randy asked.

			Jesse cleared his throat. “A wonderful bird is the pelican. His bill will hold more than his belican. He can take in his beak. Food enough for a week. But I’m damned if I see how the helican.” Jesse laughed. “At that age, I thought he was swearing.”

			Everyone laughed.

			“Renaissance man indeed,” Kevin said. After a moment, he shook his head. “You know, it’s all very nice that your family taught you to be a decent guy, Jesse, but you should let them know that it just cost you seventy-five cents.”

			The girls continued to laugh.

			“So it looks like I’m the winner then,” Randy announced.

			Now Kevin was on his feet. “What?!”

			Randy nodded, proudly. “That Big Foot prank you pulled was criminal…”

			Jesse quickly jumped into the fun. “And caused great fear and…” he went wide-eyed in a pathetic display of drama, “…perhaps even suffering.”

			“They’re right, funny man,” Ava said to Kevin, turning to sneeze again.

			Izzy nodded in agreement. “When the campus police siren went off, Kevin, you were disqualified right then and there,” she said.

			Kevin pondered this for a moment and then realized that Randy was the victor. “So you’re all telling me that lame Randy wins by default?” he groaned.

			As everyone nodded, Randy emptied the peanut jar and placed the three quarters into his pocket.

			While the laughter continued, the five friends began to play cards—with Kevin pouting over the loss.

			At the end of the night, Izzy turned to the boys. “Guys, please tell me you’re not going trick-or-treating next week?”

			Kevin shook his head for all three boys. “We’re probably safest staying here and handing out candy this year,” he said.

			“Which might keep us out of jail,” Jesse added.

			Kevin nodded. “Yeah, Randy can dress as a scarecrow again and make more children cry.”

			“That was supposed to be funny,” Randy said defensively.

			Ava looked at them through swollen eyes and wiped her nose with another tissue. “What are you guys doing for Thanksgiving this year?” she asked.

			“Going home,” everyone reported.

			“All except Jesse,” Izzy teased. “He’ll probably be dishing out mashed potatoes at the rectory kitchen again.”

			Jesse shook his head. “Not this year,” he admitted, “although we should all head down there at some point and help them get things prepared.”

			“Count me in,” Izzy said.

			“Me too,” Ava and Randy said.
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