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Summer in Vacationland

––––––––
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Visiting Maine is like entering another world. You can feel it when you are at the top of the Interstate 95 bridge towering over the Piscataqua River. 

To the northwest, the mountains are old and indifferent. In the port below, cranes make enormous piles of road salt on the pier, unloading a cargo ship that’d embarked from the southern hemisphere. On the deck of the rusty hulk, sun leathered men in zombie rags stare at the cars and the pedestrians in the little city. The crew’s eyes, accustomed to the emptiness of the sea, observe the busyness of the port as they wait for the tide to rise and the old Route 1 bridge to lift. Their endless voyage will take them to the east, beyond the cobblestone town and out past the navy yard where the Atlantic is so heavy it feels like it can bend gravity and warp time.

The sign on the Interstate says “Welcome to Maine, the way life should be.”

In the summer, the car windows are down, breathing is easier. From the west the air travels through thousands of miles of pine forest, or from the east over thousands of miles of open ocean. Arriving here, it refines the visible light into something clear and dreamlike at the same time.

You start to get the feeling you’re being transported. Pull off any exit for the next several hundred miles and you can begin to understand why so many artists live here.

Namely my wife, Sherry O’Shaughnessy. She’s a photographer. I never thought photography was an art until I saw her work. Don’t get me wrong. I think great photos take talent, but it’s not a concerto or an oil painting, is it? Still, an artist with a camera makes art. That’s one of the first things I figured out about her. She has an eye.

She takes a lot of pictures of the ocean; surfers, seabirds, fishing boats, waves, the sun and moon, and the Nubble Lighthouse, of course. That famous and photogenic marine artifact paid for our daughter Gretchen’s college. Sherry would be where the water meets the land and the sky every minute of everyday snapping away if only she didn’t get hungry. When she got hungry she exercised her other passion, cooking. 

Which is why, after our only offspring graduated from Colby with very little debt this past spring, the same photo prints that sold ten years ago kept right on selling, infinitely reproducible to match a seemingly infinite market. 

All this time, I was mostly writing freelance stuff for weekly magazines. Stories on politics and art. Long form articles that I liked a lot better than reporting the daily news. We were happy. 

Still, with money in the bank, and a feeling like we had more to share, we thought we would do something. When Debbie’s Sunrise Grill in York Village became available, we held our breath and took the plunge. Only we changed it a lot, not something Mainers readily embrace. 

You’re not doing breakfast? It’s been breakfast for 60 years. People want breakfast. And coffee. And cheap cheap cheap.

We don’t do any of that. I don’t even know how to explain what this is. It doesn’t fit in any categories and people always tell us they’ve never been anywhere like it. “Please don’t change a thing,” I’ve heard many times. We call it “The Galley.” Great food, great music, great vibes, it’s a goddamn lovefest every night, that’s all. With a bay breeze. 

Business-wise? Well, we could tighten it up and cut a few corners, buy burger meat off the big truck instead of the small farm and squeeze a few bucks out of it, but really it’s like being slowly bled to death, if you must know. 

Yet we love it, I think. At least we tell ourselves we love it. I have to admit, love has been confusing lately. It’s weird to feel this way in the summer with perfect weather, to have the blues in paradise. I’ll get over it.

The evening dinner rush was just past its peak, and it was time to patrol the parking lot and to get a whiff of breeze off the water. Nobody inside needed me just now. 

How do you know when a manager is doing his job? When he’s doing nothing.

I like to make sure the derelicts from upstairs and the druggies who hang out at Cumbies aren’t scaring away customers. “Eyes on the street.” That’s what Sherry says. She also says we don’t need a dog, because I am a dog. 

Out the back door of the kitchen, I went. At the same time, my neighbor was walking out of her basement office in the ivy covered stone building across the alley. Above her heavy oak door hung a black sign with silver lettering: “Clarissa Sawyer, Psychic.” She carried herself professionally and looked like she could sit at a news desk for Channel 5, but she had strange gray eyes that were . . . well, haunted.

She smiled at me and said hello. 

“What am I thinking right now?” I said, too loud.

She stopped with her cream colored Land Rover door open and visibly sighed. “I did see that coming,” she said, “but I was hoping you had some new material.” Her smile returned. 

She got into her big car, rolled the window down and waggled her fingers at me. “Toodles,” she said as she drove away. 

I moved up the sloped driveway toward Main Street and the front of the building. The fire station was across the street and just beyond that was the hospital. To the left, were several mansions built after the railroad came to town in the 1880’s. 

They were cottages for the blue bloods of east coast landed gentry and industrial tycoons. Some had shingle siding. Some were stone. All had meandering verandas and dozens of rooms. A few had been converted to luxury condos. One was a high end inn. Most still belonged to the same families, many generations hence. But those were new money families. They’d had to buy their lots from the families who’d already been here for two hundred years.

The Drake family, for instance, of Pittsburgh industrial fortunes, had their summer cottage built on the edge of a large tract of land that comprised most of a peninsula known locally as The Rocks. The Drakes bought their land from the Goodmans who’d seen their property values decline after the York River economy collapsed due the embargo of 1815. Another cause was the extensive land clearing that led to erosion and filled in the river making the port too shallow for commercial ships.

The Goodman’s got to Southern Maine in the mid 1630’s settling on land granted them by a king who was later beheaded by their Puritan leader, Oliver Cromwell. Had the Puritan victory happened 20 years earlier, some 50,000 Englishmen may have stayed home and the development of New England and the destiny of its natives may very well have been different. But all they needed was that narrow window to grow roots and, like a bittersweet vine, would eventually annihilate their host. 

Those early settlers, whose descendants later took up arms against another English king in 1775, were able to gobble up vast tracts of lands confiscated from the fleeing Loyalists. By now most of the landowning families were established in ways that has afforded them power and privilege into this 21st Century.

While I could see the mansions from in front of my building, they were in many ways located in a totally different world. In fact, they were in a different zip code. The town of York hilariously has four post offices, the York Village Post Office being less than a half mile from the York Harbor Post Office.

When we first opened, I would tag my social media posts as being located in York Harbor because, for some reason, that was the first option offered. So, I clicked it. Well, the comments came in with instant corrections. “This new business is in the Village, not in York Harbor.” 

I replied, “same thing. I can smell the harbor.”

“Not the same real estate market,” was the final word. I was put in my place, which was the ghetto of York. Which is both true, in some ways, and funny in other ways, because the net worth of homeowners in this town is greater than the GDP of Canada. 

Yet, the Village is some whacked out place that isn’t always safe. 

In spite of that, our joint is the coolest thing about this whole town, except the ocean.

I turned in front of my building where several men in various states of misery and decay sat boneless on a bench smoking cigarettes.

I gave them a scowl, wrinkling my nose at the sour odor. They lived upstairs in some kind of subsidized housing for men with a history. I didn’t judge them for their condition. I judged them because they were assholes. I know them personally. Trust me. 

One of them works for me. The rest I don’t allow through the door. It’s for their own good as much as anything else.

“How you doing, boss,” said Rusty in a voice crusted with cigarette tar. He wore a US Navy cap and a red Hawaiian shirt with blue fishes and yellow palm trees. At least the rest of them never try more than once. I’ve had to kick Rusty out too many times. He thinks he’s the town mascot or something.  He sees someone he knows in the parking lot, follows them in and sometimes gets them to order him a drink. Everyone is a little too tolerant of his slow alcoholic suicide.

I did not respond to him, a tactic I’d been employing in hopes of discouraging him from acting like we are friends. 

Rounding the corner toward the restaurant entrance, I saw the sun finally tilting down into the last quadrant, creating a slanting, golden light that lasts for hours this time of year. A steady breeze licked up from the south off the Isles of Shoals. In the atmosphere, Canadian wildfire smoke bent the light and painted the sky with a vermillion brush.

As I got nearer the door, I could smell the apple wood and pork butt in the smoker, and the burgers on the grill. I ignored the plastic cups and scratch tickets and cigarette butts on the ground that came with being neighbor to a convenience store. 

Through the windows I could see the heads of diners and hear their murmur over the air conditioner’s hum. Luna sang the blues to Pedro’s south American guitar down in the dining room below. 

After admiring the new stenciling on the glass: “The Galley,” I ducked under the open flag, and went inside.  Bells on the door jingled when I opened it and stepped down into the walk-in basement where the air is always warmer and more humid than outside, but no one seems to mind. This old building has no central air. No, we had a pair of window AC’s for the whole place. Part of the charm.

People told me they loved to come here because the energy was so good. Rich people could slum it in the historic building without compromising the quality of wine and food. Working people could afford our prices for a night out. We thought it was a perfect world. 

Tonight, the bar was almost full and warmly buzzing. Gretchen, who was home for the summer and Taylor, our only other waitress wore genuine smiles while they worked. The place had the cozy feeling of a hedgerow thrumming with sparrows. That’s why they were here. They needed to tap that energy. And the heavyweight spicy Margaritas were pretty damn good, too. 

As I stood inside the door and looked into the bar, Gretchen walked by with someone’s dinner. In one hand, a steaming bowl of green crab gumbo was surrounded by slices of garlic butter grilled jalapeno cornbread. The gumbo was dark and glistening like it had a laminated finish. And the aroma was sweet crab, smokey sausage and the exotic allure of filé powder, which I made myself by dehydrating Sassafras leaves. 

In the other hand, she had koji marinated grilled black seabass that was caught off Cape Cod by Arlindo Silva on his little boat inexplicably named The Yankee Pankee. Arlindo is from the Azores, go figure.

Entering the U-shaped bar, I saw a lot of familiar faces. Harold Martin, in a blue golf shirt and a red cheeks, a country club gin-buzz in his voice when he said, “Shaughnessy!” He poked a thumb over his shoulder toward the dining room and said, “where do you get the music? And what a package. Even if she couldn’t sing, I’d pay just to see her hold a microphone.”

“Gimme ten bucks,” I said. 

Harold blinked and hesitated before saying, “well sure. What am I buying?” 

“My tolerance. Think of it as a cover charge for the music. Pick a reason.”

“Hey, I didn’t mean anything. Just enjoying the show.”

“What’s the matter? No cash? I’ll add it to your tab.”

I turned away before it became a scene. The point wasn’t to have a confrontation, just to keep the bar clean. No perverts. No assholes. At least not outloud. What they really were on the inside was not at all of interest to me. But you’d better behave here where my wife and daughter and Taylor work and where women are at ease sipping wine and slugging back Manhattans. Instead of being here, Harold could be at the club, or at the Cincinnati Room yucking it up with the rest of the inheritance bros and I don’t care what they say. I didn’t like kicking people out, but it had to be done from time to time and it had to be done without warning and without making other patrons uncomfortable. Harold was on thin ice. 

He’s a lawyer and a stooge for the property owners of the town. If he doesn’t get the hint, and he comes back, I will boot him right out. I will ask to speak with him and we’ll walk outside together. Then I’ll say, “don’t come back here anymore. You won’t get any service.”  And that’s it. 86’d. He’ll say, “but why?” and claim to be shocked. And I’ll suggest he spend a little time on introspection. Then I go inside whistling a happy tune. Sayonara mother fucker. Beat it. 

Okay, I enjoy it a little.

Sherry says I’m cultivating an audience. Like with a garden, you got to take the weeds out to let flowers grow.

Speaking of which, behind me I heard Rosemarie say, “fancy seeing you here.”

I turned around into a hug, her chin over my shoulder and a big squeeze. We’d known each other a long time. She said I was like her brother, which I guess is true because she annoyed me like only a bratty sister can. 

“What’s shakin’, handsome?” she grinned with a sparkle in her dark eyes. She pulled her hair clip loose. Down poured a cascade of shining amber locks. “I’ve been looking forward to a drink,” she said. 

“Well it’s a good thing we put the bar right near the hospital.” I said.

By now Gretchen was walking back toward the kitchen with empty glasses.  “hello, Gretch.” Rosemarie said.

“Hello,” Gretchen sang back to her. Then, to me: “Dad, the restroom needs service.” 

Yeah, I’m the boss. The boss gets to clean toilets.  

I reached into a cubby by the host stand for the out of service sign and hung it on the bathroom door knob. 

Rosemarie went into the bar where, as always, she seemed to know everyone. Harold Martin turned to her and she looked into his glassy blue eyes tinted pink to match his nose and cheeks. 

He nodded to her and smiled. She just walked past him toward an empty seat on the other side of the bar. First she had to stop and hug Linda Fullerton, busy body, rumor monger, real estate agent who drinks about a case of wine here every month. Her husband, who has had a stroke and can barely speak, uses two hands to hoist a glass of brown ale to his wet face. She dabs him dry every so often. I clean up under his seat when they leave.

Everybody loves Rosemarie and Rosemarie loves everybody. Never an unkind word. And she knows all their stories. She’s our family doctor and an old friend.

The three of us, Rosemarie, Sherry and I met 20 some odd years ago at The Steakhouse in Worcester where we’d all worked.  Sherry was at Clark studying art. Rosemarie was in med school, and I was working for a local magazine and supplementing my journalism hobby with a job that paid real money. 

When Rosemarie discovered we were both born in York, she had to be my friend. Even though her bubbliness and nosiness irritated me, it was easy to tolerate because I had my eyes on her friend Sherry. 

It’s true, I was born in York, but, I lived with my mother in Worcester full time after she left my dad to his lobster boat, cigarettes and rum. Everyone knew my dad, Johnny O. He was a bit controversial, probably criminal, but now that he’s gone and because he was Old School Maine, being his son gives me street cred in town.

Rosemarie went to LA to do her residency then chose to return to her hometown to be a doctor at the village hospital. It was a natural decision. York is one of the most beautiful places in the world. Anyone who’s been here on vacation dreams of living here, but winter is no joke. Darkness and sea spray and howling northern winds that will suck the life out of you before you even notice. Ready for duty on the north eastern bow of the US? Maybe you are. 

Finally, Rosmarie sat down next to a man who had wavy white hair, a clean shaven face, black plastic eye glasses and a buttoned down short sleeve shirt. He sipped his beer and said to her, “what are you a celebrity?”

“Oh, my god,” she said, “I know, right? This place is like Cheers.”

By the time Rosemarie settled into her seat, Gretchen was in front of her with a menu and a cocktail napkin. 

“Sunburn Margarita?” she asked, her head tilted a bit to the side, black hair on her shoulder shining like enamel in the slanting light. 

“I don’t know who’s more beautiful, you or your mother,” Rosemarie said. 

“I’m the one offering you a drink.”

“Ah! You’re so right. We have a winner!”

“Salt rim?”

“You know me so well.”

Gretchen smiled with her mouth closed and half lidded blue eyes. Her self confidence was real. She who brings the drinks has all the power. That’s what her mom taught her. Then she turned to the man next to Rosemarie and asked, “ready for another?”

“Great idea!”

“I have two hands. Be a shame to waste a trip when we’re busy.” 

“Where is your mom tonight?” 

“She has to help in the kitchen,” Gretchen said then turned to get the drinks. 

The man said to Rosemarie. “She runs this place like a top. My glass is never empty. My name’s Peter.” 

“Rosemarie.”

“Don’t I know you from somewhere?”

“Probably,” she said, “everyone else does,” and they laughed.

Gretchen returned promptly with a pair of drinks that could seduce a monk. The beer came in a classic heavy bottomed pub pint, frothy and overflowing, cold and dripping and golden and begging for a kiss.

The Margarita was infused with raspberries and red habanero and lit from within like a glowing liquid ruby in a pile of glittering ice, a devil topped with a halo of salt chunks. Spicy, cold and fresh, we served it with a bamboo straw to suck it down.

“Cheers,” he said.

“Ha, cheers, that’s right,” she said and they drank, imbibing to soothe the nerves and to find the humor, life’s little antidote.

“Busy night,” he said.

“Yeah, summer in York. You here on vacation?”

“No, I grew up here, but I haven’t been back in more than, oh, 25 years? A whole lifetime anyway.”

Well, as predicted, they did know each other. His name was Peter Cline, a family she knew, and he grew up in his mother’s house on the Nubble. Rosemarie was about 5 years younger and didn’t know him well, but they had the small town connections and could talk about York families for hours.

“Where do you live now?”

“Hawaii,” he said. “I own a small hotel.”

“I’ve never been. Is it as beautiful as they say?”

“It is. Let me show you.” He thumbed his phone for a moment then showed her the screen. 

“Oh my. Look at that water! Stunning.”

“Thank you. Images from my drone really show it off.”

“You fly that thing?”

“It’s a hobby. I brought one with me. I was thinking I could zip around the Nubble and get some footage.”

“Not tomorrow. Big storm.”

“I heard.”

“So you must do a lot of surfing.”

“A little.”

“If we time it right, we should get some good rollers tomorrow morning ahead of the storm.”

“If I go surfing with you here, you will have to come surfing with me in Hawaii.”

“Deal!” She made a hang loose shaka with her left hand, thumb an pinky out and middle fingers tucked in. He returned the gesture. 

As they continued to connect the dots of their lives, a pair of men in the seats next to them, Dick Goodman and Eddie Whitehouse nursed bourbon old fashioneds and discussed town politics. They had strong opinions on all subjects but were above the fray, always. They’d also grown up in town, of course, many many decades ago, just like their fathers and their grandfathers and so on since the English first got here. Their ancestors had been disturbed by a cantankerous religious zealousy that didn’t allow them to get along with anyone who wasn’t their kind. Puritanism was a real mindfuck and it sent them across the sea on leaky wooden tubs. They settled along the coast to fish, farm, harvest lumber, and kill anyone who God told them to kill, mostly natives, some witches too.

So dangerous and untrustworthy had the Puritans become to their neighbors that the native people tried to lop them out like a cancer that had metastasized on the shores. It was a ruthless attack on the early settlers of York all along the north bank of the river that lies at the foot of the village. Scores of surprised inhabitants were clubbed and hacked and had their organs pierced with arrows. The Abenaki warriors fashioned arrowheads from sharpened animal bone because they believed it would spiritually cleanse the land that had been cleared for lumber, destroying the hunting grounds.

That fateful January night, there was a  storm. In a hard driving snow, the settlers blood spilled into the frozen ground and seeped into the substratum where limestone and running water had been forming channels and caverns for millenia, returning all liquids back to the sea. 

What happened on this spot sent shockwaves through the frontier and into the towns. Some say this traumatizing event caused the Salem Witch Hysteria. Those who think so reason that Salem was the town where refugees from the massacre had fled, and only a few weeks later began the trial of Sarah Good accused because she wasn’t devout enough. People were quite scared. Life in this area was terrifying in the winter of 1692.

Here today, we tend to feel those problems are confined to an ancient era, but in reality they were a seed that is still alive even in those with very easy means. 

Neither Dick, nor Eddie had ever worked at anything besides counting money. Sure they co-owned a financial advisory group, just so they could find out how much money other people had. Yes, they owned and operated a real estate holding company and administered the many family trust funds. They’d gone to Harvard as legacies and earned Masters in Finance. They were both proficient golfers and knowledgeable historians, but their purpose in life was simply to keep. 

Like this building for example, where they sat drinking. They owned it together due to an inter family marriage before they’d been born. They would never give it up. Mostly, though, they owned shares in things. They had lots of shares.

To keep what their parents or grandparents or great grandparents had kept for them had been easy. Basically, as long as their property could stay in their family and the world had plenty of low wage workers, they were free for as far as the imagination can wander into the foggy horizon of the future. 

But they had a few complaints anyway. 

“I almost didn’t come in because I couldn’t find a place to park,” Eddie groused as I came out of the kitchen carrying a tray of Baked Oysters Parmesan for them. Before I could ask if they needed anything else, Dick, who wore thick glasses and had a reddened, lumpy nose said, “Hey, O’Shaughnessy, I bet you can’t wait until they give the Village a facelift.” 

I stopped myself before I said something about where the facelift should really go. Instead, I glanced around the bar as if I were a busy man with no time for this. I placed Tabasco in front my guests and landlords. “I like a little New Orleans heat on my oysters.”

But the men wouldn’t let it go. 

“Think they’ll ever do it?” one of them said to me, but my mind was in the kitchen where Sherry was filling in for Wesley, our Jamaican cook who was out because it was his birthday and his mother was in town from Kingston. I was trying to get back to the kitchen to run some more food. As soon as an order is plated, my internal clock starts to tick. The less time between the grill and the table the less likely my job gets complicated. People love us when we’re perfect. But when we’re not, they take it personally. 

Now I am seconds away from cutting these guys off, most likely offending them. The job does have its perks.

“It’s already been 10 years and delayed three times,” said Eddie who wore a Salt Life baseball cap low over his eyes which were beset with ghostly cataracts, like an eclipse of a black sun. 

“It just gets more expensive,” he said. “And no one seems to remember why they wanted it.”

“They’d have to move the Memorial out of the road,” Dick said. 

“They shouldn't do that.“ He used a demitasse spoon to scrape the oyster from its shell and inserted it into his mouth, exposing his whitened tongue and planting an image in my mind, I wish I could erase.

“I heard they’re afraid to dig up the street because they might find graves,” I couldn’t resist saying. “It is right next to the burial ground.”

Gretchen came up behind me. “Hell, maybe we’ll find Captain Kidd’s treasure. That would be cool.” she said.

Because she does not have my personality disorders, she’s happy to run interference for me. 

“Treasure! That’s what we need to pay for the project! Ah ha ha,” Eddie said.

I leaned toward Gretchen and in a mock whisper said “no one pleads poverty like the rich.”

She ignored me and wondered aloud, “Why did they put the Veterans statue in the middle of the road, anyway? Is it like a special spot?” 

For some reason, that shut them up.

I wanted to beeline back to the kitchen but Rosemarie said, “let me introduce you to Peter Cline,” nodding toward her new friend. 

“How’s it going?” I said.

“Great place you got here.” Cline said.

“Thanks, If I don’t get back to the kitchen it might burn down.”

“Peter’s the long lost nephew of old Mrs. Hutchins. Here for the memorial service. We know the same people,” she said. 

I didn’t care. “The funeral was last month, wasn’t it?”

“I know,” Cline said, “but the family is so large and spread out, they wanted to have a service at a time when everyone could make arrangements.”  

“Like a family reunion,” I said, thinking I’d better order extra vodka. “My condolences,” I said.

“Very old,” Cline said. “Very wealthy.”

“Not anymore,” I said before I could stop myself this time.

But Cline laughed, and Rosemarie joined in and I escaped back to the kitchen.
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Chapter 2
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After Hours

I was at the hand sink, grumbling under my breath. I shook my  wet hands making the water fly off into the sink and elsewhere. Why waste paper towels? 

Sherry was plating a tossed salad. I took note of her proficiency and also glanced at the way her back pockets fit over her derriere, and I felt better.

“How’s it going out there?” she asked.

“Everyone is missing you. Why don’t you bring this ticket out?” I said. “I’ll send Melvin home.”

“Leaving you all alone?” she teased.

“Maybe I need my alone time,” I said.

“Call if you miss me,” she said, smooching the air in my direction before she walked out of the kitchen under close husbandly observation.

There was only one ticket left hanging after the dinner rush. A pair of grilled cheeses. Melvin, our part time cook and full time wastoid was on it. He wears a red bandana on his bald head that keeps most of the sweat from dripping into his work. He also wears a bandana around his neck to cover a rough scar, the result of an emergency tracheotomy performed at Wolfgang’s Steakhouse in Manhattan by the chef with a kitchen knife. Melvin has stories.

He slathered sourdough slices with garlic butter and built the sandwich on the grill, just the way Sherry’d taught him, with a three cheese blend, fresh red tomato sliced thin, homemade sandwich pickles, crispy bacon and pickled jalapenos.  

“Oh, man,” Melvin said. “They get this they’ll be comin’ in their pants!”

“Melvin,” I said, “You’re cut.”

“Aye aye, Cap,” he said. “I’ll be shovin’ off after my burger is done.” He always took a double decker with extra cheese and bacon plus mashed potatoes. He lived right upstairs and reported to probation on a monthly basis. He had to be sent home the second we could do without him or he’d find his way into the cooking sherry and become a real liability in no time.

“Cool, great job,” I said. “People were licking their plates clean.” 

“Oh yeah,” he said. “Licky licky.” Then he said, “I got a new joke.”

A Stones song came on the play list. I turned up the volume and walked away. Melvin is a vulgarian. I wasn’t always in the mood.

Taylor and Gretchen were unloading dirty dishes from the dining room. They wore matching black tee shirts that said on the front “The Galley” and on the back “York, Maine, the Miami of Canada.”

They were the same age, just turned 21 and had terrific chemistry at work, but lives that rarely crossed paths outside the restaurant, as far as I knew.

I couldn’t hear what they were talking about but I could see Taylor’s mouth moving a mile a minute. Gretchen started to laugh.

Melvin slapped the finished sandwiches on the steel table and slapped the ticket onto the spindle. “Order up,” he said. When I took it to the dining room, he was wrapping his burger in foil, head bopping to the kitchen music. 
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