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  Begin With Me:




  Matt Druker loses his job and his girl. He lost his faith long ago.




  Now he struggles with no job, but one day he drifts into the local church which needs help.




  Matt decides to impersonate an Irish priest to help the struggling pastor.




  Does he have a prayer?




  To my brother Bob, who leads my fan club. Thanks.
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  Chapter 1




  The Bend of the River




  “Barry, what are the seven ways a batter can reach first base?” asked Mickey Paquette.




  “Seven?” replied Barry Haskins. “Hmm, let me see.”




  Both boys waded in the river, a soft warm breeze fanning their faces on this Labor Day.




  “Okay—base hit, error, walk, dropped third strike, hit by pitch, fielder’s choice. How many’s that?”




  “Six.”




  “I’m stuck. I give up.”




  “Catcher’s interference.”




  Mickey Paquette stood two inches under six feet, with light brown hair. Summer sun brought out the blonde highlights. He had his mother’s light blue eyes, a medium-sized straight nose, high cheekbones, and thin lips. His body was thin yet sinewy.




  His best friend Barry was stockier with broad shoulders, thick legs and biceps that would have pleased a steroid user. His hair was dark; his disposition light. His nose curved slightly downward with a slight bend in the middle.




  “Good one, Mick. You ready for your last year of public school?”




  “Senior year’s going to suck,” said Mickey.




  Summer vacation, always a delight, always too short, was one day from completion.




  “Twelve years of school almost done,” said Barry. “We have to join the real world.”




  “I don’t know what I’m going to do,” said Paquette, who took a rock and skimmed it off the brown waters of the Blackstone River. “I like my world here.”




  “You going to college?” asked Barry, sitting with his butt on the bank and his feet in the warm water.




  “I guess so. It’s expensive. Syracuse would be great for journalism, but I don’t even know if I could get in. Never mind afford it.”




  “Give Syracuse a shot. Even if you couldn’t afford it, it would be nice to know if you got accepted.”




  “Maybe. Even if I go to a state school, I’ll probably have to take out a loan. Four years of school and I’ll be in debt before even drawing a paycheck.”




  Paquette picked up his IBC Root Beer and swigged. The brown soda bottle could have passed for a beer.




  “What about you, Barry?”




  “The old man wants me to work for him. I’m thinking ‘Army.’ I can be a plumber any time.”




  “You want to get shot at?”




  “The old man was a soldier. I’m an American. It’s the very least I can do.”




  “Holy shit! You’ll make some recruiter piss his pants in delight the day you sign up.”




  This bend of the river was a favorite spot for the two friends, a place where they discussed all matters vital, and not so vital.




  Mickey pressed the sweating soda bottle next to his right temple. “I’ve done nothing special. I’ll probably be lucky to get into a community college.”




  “You’re smart, Mick. You know a lot of trivia.”




  “Too bad there wasn’t an SAT for trivia. When I like the subject, I’m fine. Math and science blow. Hate both of them with a passion.”




  “I like them.”




  “That’s because you’re good with your hands. Your father, whether he’s a hard ass or not, taught you many great skills. You can fix cars, put up drywall, and unclog a toilet.”




  “So? I’m not sure what I want to do. We’ve lived here our whole lives and now we have to face adulthood. I’m not ready.”




  “Me neither. I want this year to be great.”




  “How’re you going to do that?” Barry swirled his legs in the water. He watched tiny fish swim by him.




  “I don’t know. Football rules the town. If you play football, you’re treated like a god. My dad, your dad, and Travis’s all played on the same team.”




  “I know. My dad says your dad had a cannon for an arm. QB and centerfielder.”




  “You dad was no slouch either. A great lineman.”




  “I know. He always says, ‘For chrissakes, Luc Paquette and Dougie Stout got all the headlines. I did all the dirty work. No wonder I became a plumber.’”




  Both boys laughed.




  “Mickey, why don’t you try out?”




  “I haven’t played football since Pop Warner. I’m not a big fan of being pummeled.”




  “You’re a good quarterback.”




  “Barry, that’s playing touch football. I’m no Travis Stout.”




  “He’s the boy wonder. And the best student.”




  “You have to remind me, Barry?”




  “Goes out with the best-looking girl in school.”




  “Don’t remind me.”




  “Mick, face reality. Charlotte Boyer ignores you. Always has.”




  “Do you think she’s still pissed that I tried to kiss her on the sixth-grade trip to Cape Cod?”




  Barry started to laugh. He tried to talk through his laughter.




  “What’s so funny?” asked Mickey.




  “After she slapped your face so hard, she left finger welts on your cheek.”




  Mickey rubbed his right cheek. “She had a great wallop for a girl. Charlotte should’ve gotten over that. I was young, immature.”




  “And you’ve matured?”




  “Since the sixth grade I have.”




  Barry grinned as he slid off the bank into the river. A crow in a tree mocked the two friends. Near the bend the town created a conservation area for walkers, joggers, and birders. In a grove, a few shaded picnic tables afforded a pleasant view and breezes. Of course, at night the park wasn’t lit, transforming it into the favorite parking spot for high schoolers. Occasionally, when bored, the men in blue flashed high beams and flashlights into fogged-up vehicles. Despite the element of being caught, parkers returned to the bend. During the day only a few cars might appear. A UPS or a U.S. Mail truck driver might stop there to catch a break.




  Today, a black Chevy truck was parked, with a stereo blaring. The sub-woofer in the stereo system probably scared off all wildlife within a fifty-mile radius.




  “Don’t tell me,” said Mickey. “They’re here.”




  “Stay down. Let’s see what they’re up to.”




  “Cripes, Barry, you want to be a Peeping Tom?”




  “I’m lonely.”




  “Come off it, Barry, you’ve got a girlfriend. Mollie’s a nice girl.”




  “More like a ball and chain.”




  “Come off it. You like being whippped.”




  “I’m not whipped.”




  “For the past six months you’ve been out every Saturday night with Molly Levangie.”




  “Two Saturdays we didn’t go out.”




  “That’s because she was on vacation with her family, and you were stuck with me.”




  “How come you never had a steady, Mick?”




  “I like to play the field.”




  “You hardly ever go out. You didn’t go to the junior prom.”




  “I have to be in the mood.”




  “Plenty of girls would go out with you.”




  “I don’t have that much time. During school I work twenty-five hours a week to help Dad out. This summer I’ve worked as many hours as possible.”




  “I know. I know. But you have time. You have to get your head out of your ass about Charlotte Boyer. She’ll never leave Travis.”




  “She doesn’t really know me.”




  “That’s weak, Mick, and you know it.”




  They studied Stout’s truck, which boasted of its visit to the carwash. The driver and passenger sat far apart.




  “Let’s stay on the riverbank, Barry.”




  “Don’t be such a pussy. Don’t you want to see the lovely Charlotte Boyer?”




  “I’ll probably see her all year with the unlovely Travis Stout.”




  “C’mon, be a man.”




  They passed the truck on the passenger side. Stout saw them and popped his head out. “How touching. Two gay guys out for a stroll.”




  “We’re thinking about coming out any day, Travis,” said Mickey. “Hi, Charlotte.”




  Charlotte filed her fingernails and evidently had suffered from hearing loss since school ended in June. She stared at the nail on her right forefinger as if there was the possibility of gangrene.




  “You two losers can continue on your merry way,” said Stout.




  “Always a pleasure to share time with you, Travis,” said Mickey.




  Clearing the dirt parking lot, they reached the paved road. “Just once, I’d like to remove that smirk from his face,” said Barry. Despite his five-foot nine height and hundred and seventy pounds, he was never intimidated.




  “I thought you didn’t mind walking past the two of them,” said his friend.




  They walked, passing a few ranch-style homes. They arrived twenty minutes later in downtown Knightsbridge. Inside Fielder’s Package Store they bought soda and stood over a footbridge overlooking Potter Falls. Plants lined the footbridge shooting the floral scents, while bees flitted from pistil to pistil.




  Despite the closing of the mills in the seventies the water remained brown when it gushed toward the waterfall.




  Barry broke the silence. “You really like Charlotte. Don’t you?”




  “Yup. She thinks I’m a pimple on the rear end of progress.”




  Barry laughed. “She thinks better of the fleas on her dog’s ass.”




  “I really want to do something this year.”




  “Take Charlotte to the senior prom?”




  “Without Travis and his thugs tossing me over this bridge?” Mickey chugged his root beer.




  “We have to do something big this year, Bazz.”




  “Senior prank or senior skip day?”




  “I heard that one class tore apart a Volkswagon and reassembled it in the bell tower.”




  “I think Dad said it happened before him.”




  “Senior skip day is dumb. Drive to the beach and try not to get arrested for drinking on the beach in Rhode Island.”




  “I can see the wheels turning. You’ll come up with something, Mick. I know you will.”




  “I hope so. I hope so.”




  Chapter 2




  Bundle Boy Extraordinaire




  Later on that Labor Day, Mickey Paquette found himself bagging groceries at Roche Brothers Supermarket, a chain based in eastern Massachusetts. He wore a cranberry smock protecting his blue sport shirt, a Red Sox tie, and his stone cargo pants. It was Labor Day afternoon. When Mickey got home at noon, Arthur Conlan called and asked if he wanted to work. Time and a half agreed with Mickey. When he arrived at the supermarket, he couldn’t believe how busy the store was at two o’clock.




  He bagged for Millie Mazzola at Register Four.




  “I can’t believe this,” he said as the two of them quickly tried to bundle a two-hundred dollar order.




  “Believe it, Mickey,” she said. Millie was a forty-five-year-old divorcee who worked because she needed to get out of the house.




  Millie stood about five-foot eight with medium-length black hair and dark green eyes. Her skin was bronzed from swimming and exercise. Her bare legs were smooth and free from varicose veins. Only a touch of crow’s feet showed any sign of aging in her face.




  “Used to be no stores were open on a Sunday and holidays,” she said. “It was a quiet day for church and family. Everybody’s so busy. Both parents work. For many folks, Sunday’s like the only day to shop.”




  “I guess so,” said Mickey. “At least, it’s time and a half.”




  “That’s good for you. You’re a young guy.”




  “It’s just me and Dad.”




  “How’s he doing?” she asked.




  “Good. Since he started here, he’s doing okay.”




  “Behaving himself?”




  “Yup.” The whole town knew his problem. No mystery there.




  Mickey put the bags onto the carriage. The customer, Bill Hudgins, was a Knightsbridge cop not known for his warmth. He checked all the bags for the misplacement of eggs or bread. He nodded his approval. Hudgins always tried to get himself in young Paquette’s line because of his efficiency.




  “School on Wednesday?” asked the police sergeant.




  “Yes, Mr. Hudgins.”




  “College?”




  “I guess so. I’m not much of a tradesman.”




  “You’d be wasting your time anyway.” That’s all the buzzcut man said.




  After going outside to Hudgins’ blue Ford F-150 truck and dropping his carriage load into the backseat, Mickey returned to Millie’s register.




  “Millie, did you hear what Sergeant Hudgins said to me about wasting my time as a tradesman?”




  “Ah ha. So?”




  “Do you know what he meant?”




  “Go to college and make something of yourself. That’s what he was saying.”




  “Think so?”




  “I know so.”




  Behind Millie’s register, Mickey kept to his task of bagging groceries and carrying them to the customers’ cars. Arthur Conlan, a former bagger, had trained Mickey when he started as a fifteen-year-old. At four o’clock, he got his fifteen-minute break.




  “Hi, Mickey,” said Siobhan Canavan.




  “Hi, Siobhan.” Mickey was surprised to see his classmate. “When did you start?”




  “Yesterday. You were off.”




  “Cashier?” She nodded.




  “I’m at the other end of the store. I’m on express today.”




  “Wow, it’s been so busy I haven’t noticed. Well, Good luck.”




  “Thanks.”




  Siobhan Canavan had chestnut hair, a milky complexion, dark brown eyes, and sensual lips. When she passed him by, he noticed she had shapely legs.




  His father caught him peeking. “Know her, Mick?”




  “Classmate. Transferred to KHS late last year.”




  His father nodded his head slowly.




  Mickey bought a Pepsi out of the vending machine in the break room and sifted through the Sunday edition of the Guardian. He found the sports section, working his way through the stories on the Red Sox and the Patriots. He read a bylined column by Bill Canavan discussing the fortunes of the Patriots for the upcoming season.




  After break he found that Siobhan had moved to Register Three, next to Millie’s. He split his afternoon time bagging for the two registers. The lines stretched back into the aisles, so there wasn’t much room for conversation.




  Millie nodded her head toward Siobhan and said, “She’s very pretty.”




  “I guess so.”




  Millie smiled to herself.




  Mickey’s shift ended at six. Siobhan’s shift ended at the same time. They found themselves walking out the front door at the same time.




  Mickey wasn’t sure where Siobhan lived.




  “What a zoo!” he said. “Lots of crazy customers.”




  “Much quieter yesterday.”




  “See you.”




  Mickey started to walk the two miles home when a red Volkwagon Jetta stopped on Route 122.




  “Wanna ride?” asked Siobhan.




  “If you don’t mind. It’s wicked hot out.”




  “Are you doing anything right now?”




  “Going to watch the Sox later.”




  “Wanna go for a swim?”




  “If you don’t mind stopping by the house.”




  The air-conditioning cooled him quickly. He hustled in and out of his small house, emerging wearing a bathing suit, a David Ortiz t-shirt, and flip flops.




  “Where do you live?” he asked.




  “Not far from the Stouts.”




  Oh, boy. She must have money.




  Ten minutes later, they pulled up in front of a gray Cape Cod house with a gambrel roof and an attached two-story garage. The house was gray with cranberry shutters. Comfortable, but not showy like the Stout mansion.




  In the kitchen galley she offered him a Pepsi. “I’ll be right down.”




  The refrigerator revealed a gallery of smiles. From the photos he decided that there were two boys and two girls.




  Siobhan caught him staring. “I’m the oldest. The boys are twelve-year-old twins. My little sister’s ten.”




  “Where is everybody?”




  “Who knows?”




  She wore a Red Sox t-shirt over her swimsuit. Mickey tried not to stare at the legs and any other attractive features.




  There was a deck with a serious, stainless steel gas grill behind the garage and an in-ground pool behind it.




  Siobhan took off her shirt, sauntered onto the diving board, and floated into the pool. Her dive took his breath away. He remembered a Gus Winkle column about field hockey mentioning Siobhan as a “scoring demon transfer from Rhode Island.”




  “Are you coming in?” she asked after she resurfaced.




  Mickey forgot to take his t-shirt off and cannonballed her.




  She laughed. “Thanks a lot.”




  “Oh, crap, I didn’t take my t-shirt off. Oh, well.”




  They swam for about thirty minutes with no conversation. She got out and toweled off. Again, he tried not to stare.




  “Hungry?” she asked.




  “I guess so.” Eloquence had eluded him.




  “I’ll put a couple of hot dogs and hamburgers on the grill.”




  “Sure.”




  She was born to grill. He ate one of each and she brought out a homemade potato salad.




  “Fantastic potato salad,” said Mickey after wolfing down a second helping.




  “Mom’s own.”




  “Tell her it’s terrific.”




  “You can tell her, now.”




  Out to the deck came two redheaded boys and a blonde girl. Two adults followed.




  Siobhan introduced her siblings and her parents. Bill Canavan stood about six one with sandy hair. Marie Canavan, Mickey thought, was good-looking like her oldest daughter. Both parents looked young to Mickey.




  “Siobhan, we went to Water Country,” said Caitlin. “Awesome.”




  The twins already had jumped into the pool. Caitlin hugged her sister and hugged Mickey. “You’re cute,” she said to him.




  Mr. Canavan brought out more hot dogs and hamburgers. Mrs. Canavan set up paper plates for the rest of the family.




  The twins, Matthew and Mark, asked Mickey to play wiffleball with them, which he obliged. They broke the game when their food was ready.




  After their supper the three kids went inside to play videogames. The parents and the teenagers remained as the sun retreated. Mr. Canavan pulled out a Punch Churchill Cigar.




  “Must you, Bill?” asked his wife.




  “I’m outdoors, dear. I have no other vices.” He winked at Mickey. “Except for chasing women.”




  Mr. Canavan asked Mickey about his plans after high school.




  “College, I guess.”




  “Schools?”




  “Maybe U-Mass, if I’m lucky. Syracuse would be great, but I don’t have the marks or the money. My guidance counselor says I’m an underachiever.”




  Mrs. Canavan cut in. “Bill, you’re being nosey. Leave the boy alone.”




  “I’m just interested.” He shot blue clouds into the night air. “Don’t worry—there are many successful people who were considered underachievers when they were young.”




  Bill Canavan sipped from a Harp Beer.




  “Mickey, do you agree with your guidance counselor’s comment?”




  Mickey thought about it. “Yeah, maybe. Boring subjects like math and science do nothing for me.”




  “But they’re important as the others.”




  “I know, but that’s not me.”




  “Do you know what you want to major in?” Mr. Canavan looked into Mickey’s eyes.




  “English or journalism. I’m not good at much else.”




  “Newspapers?”




  “I guess. Maybe write books. I’m an editor for our school paper, Castle Keep.”




  “Do you like to read?”




  “All the time. Books, newspapers, magazines. Whatever I find.”




  “That’s important for a writer. Love of books, love of words.”




  The air started to chill. Siobhan excused herself to change her clothes, leaving the two men to the elements.




  “What do you do for work, Mr. Canavan?”




  “Funny you should ask, Mickey. I’m the new sports editor for the Guardian.” He smiled.




  “I read your column today at work.”




  “Did you agree that the Pats need defensive help in the secondary?”




  “Yes, free agency’s killed them. The Pats don’t like to pay a lot of money to stars.”




  Siobhan reappeared in jeans and a sweater.




  “Did my dad torture you?” she asked.




  “Siobhan, he reads my column.”




  “He said that to be nice, Dad.”




  Mickey coughed. “I do, Siobhan. I should probably head home.”




  Mickey thanked the Canavan parents and said goodbye to the twins and Caitlin who hugged him. Siobhan drove him.




  “Thanks for the swim and the supper,” he said. “You have a nice family.”




  She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “My pleasure. See you in school.”




  Mickey couldn’t remember a better Labor Day.




  Chapter 3




  Gym-Nastics




  Charlotte Boyer found herself in three of Mickey Paquette’s classes: Russian Studies, Math IV, and Journalism. Although she never exhibited an apparent interest in school, Charlotte was an honor roll student. She took all top-level classes. Unfortunately, Travis Stout was in none of her classes.




  Charlotte knew that Mickey kept a flame for her. She pretended that he didn’t exist. Besides, he was poor. She thought he became more attractive with each year. At five-ten, one hundred and sixty pounds, Mickey was two inches shorter than Stout and forty pounds lighter. Travis fit nicely for senior year. She envisioned the two of them reigning as king and queen of the senior prom.




  She noticed Siobhan Canavan in her journalism class. Charlotte knew little about Siobhan because she wasn’t a townie. Travis’s two friends, Pug Wells and Willie Castor, passed favorable and lewd comments about Siobhan’s body. She disliked the two, considering lineman Pug a bully and scrawny Willie, who wore plenty of gold jewelry, including an earring, a rapper wannabe. Travis passed no opinion to her on Siobhan.




  * * * *




  Travis Stout wasn’t worried about anything on the first day of school except his football playbook. Coach Cavicchi changed the offense from a power running game to a passing attack. Stout knew he’d be the playmaker. Last year he’d had two great running backs, now graduated, and his new backfield buddies were very weak in comparison to their predecessors. Travis would throw more passes and run more himself. He was confident he’d fit the bill.




  On Labor Day he stopped at Roche’s to buy some gum when he went through Siobhan Canavan’s register. He had seen little of her when Siobhan transferred to KHS at the end of his junior year, but up close to her now he was blown away.




  “Hi, I’m Travis,” he said with his trademark two-dimpled smile.




  “I know. You’re the big star, the big athlete.”




  Travis wasn’t used to a lukewarm reception from any female.




  “You’re a senior, right?”




  “Yes.”




  “I hope to see more of you.”




  “Maybe in your dreams.” Siobhan stared at him. “Don’t you have a girlfriend?”




  “Later,” he said. Travis was intrigued. That foolish girl had thrown him a challenge. He loved that.




  Throughout the first day the only other thought, besides football, that crossed his mind was the rude cashier.




  * * * *




  Mickey Paquette was thrilled to see Charlotte Boyer. He tried to catch her eye, but he guessed she pretended to check her cell phone for text messages.




  * * * *




  Siobhan gave him a lukewarm “hello” in journalism class. She wondered why Mickey never called her. Granted, his visit to her house occurred only two days earlier. She thought he had a good time at her house.




  * * * *




  The first day of Mickey Paquette’s last year in high school sailed until physical education class during the last period. Mr. Cavicchi made the twenty boys play flag football. Travis Stout, Pug Wells, and Willie Castor teamed up on one side; Mickey Paquette and Barry Haskins joined the opposing side.




  Vito Cavicchi was tired at the end of the first day. He had taught for thirty-five years. Football practice was on his mind.




  Sitting on a front-row bleacher, coach alternated between dozing and reading the Boston Herald sports pages. He sat at midfield and barely paid attention. One student, George Laskey, sat out. On the first day of school George had given the teacher a doctor’s note about an alleged hernia. Laskey wore a Black Sabbath t-shirt, black jeans, and black sneakers. He sat listening to Ozzie Osbourne on his iPod. He stood about six feet and weighed about two hundred and fifty pounds. He sported short, messy black hair with a black beard. It was known Laskey hated gym more than high school, and he loathed school.




  The Stout team scored quickly and Pug started to taunt the Paquette team. Mickey then threw two touchdowns to Barry Haskins. Stout ran for another and tied the game. Mickey ran back a kick for a third touchdown. Stout matched him. The school day was almost over. Mickey’s team was on their own twenty-yard line.




  In the huddle, Mickey said, “Bazz, fly pattern down the left sideline. I need blocking, guys. Keep Pug away.”




  Cavicchi looked up from his newspaper.




  Mickey took the hike and stood in the pocket. Stout rushed the quarterback instead of covering Barry. Mickey pump faked a pass, eluding Pug Harris. Travis and Pug almost caught Mickey when he unleashed a bomb of about fifty yards to Barry who had a five-yard lead on his defender. Barry caught it in stride and scored easily.




  Mickey’s team went crazy. Cavicchi approached Mickey. “Son, why haven’t you gone out for football?”




  “Wasn’t in the mood,” he replied.




  Pug Wells swore out loud. Cavicchi told him to shut up. In his rage Wells looked at Laskey sitting contentedly, listening to his head-banging music.




  “Why’s that goth fag not taking gym?” asked Pug. “He’s probably high on coke.”




  Castor followed. “We should pound him for not taking gym and being a druggie. C’mon.”




  Most of the class and Cavicchi headed to the showers, but Wells, Castor, Mickey, and Barry remained outside. Mickey and Barry jumped up and down over their win. George Laskey enjoyed the warm breezes listening to Ozzie. All of a sudden, he saw two kids who he disliked approach him.




  Pug tore off his headphones. “How come you ain’t taking gym?”




  “Since when are you my teacher?” said Laskey, who stood up.




  Pug punched Laskey in the gut. Laskey stayed on his feet. Castor tried to throw a roundhouse, but Laskey blocked it. Travis heard the commotion and raced back to his buddies. He was late.




  Barry Haskins tore Wells away and delivered a one-two combo to the tormentor. Stunned, Wells saw who it was and tried to tackle the smaller Haskins. The two circled each other.




  Mickey wrapped Castor in a full nelson and threw him on the ground.




  “I’ll whip yo ass,” said Castor.




  “I doubt it. I’ll give you the first punch.” Mickey pinned Castor to the ground.




  By this time the rest of the class and Cavicchi returned to the scene. The coach grabbed Wells. Despite middle age, Cavicchi remained in good shape, often lifting weights with his players.




  “Save it for the field,” he said. “You’re lucky I found you.”




  “All of you hit the showers,” he shouted. “What a bunch of horseshit on the first day of school.”




  He turned to Paquette. “I’m mad at you, Paquette, wasting your God-given talent. Being a wiseass.”




  Mickey said nothing.




  “We have a good team this year, but we could’ve used any extra bodies to help us.” Cavicchi walked away shaking his head. Stout, Wells, and Castor glared at Laskey, Haskins, and Paquette.




  “Thanks,” said Laskey, “but I’m not puny and wasn’t afraid of that pig and his buddy Eminem.”




  “It was a pigpile,” said Barry.




  “Definitely not fair,” said Mickey.




  “I hate gym, but I can handle myself. You guys are okay. Whenever you need a favor, let me know.”




  They shook hands with Laskey.




  After Mickey and Barry showered, the bell rang. As the school emptied they returned to their lockers, took out their backpacks, and headed for home.




  The friends started to walk away from their 1920 high school, which looked like the backdrop of a Mickey Rooney-Judy Garland movie, with a large bell tower with the clock’s hands stuck at 12:10. When they cleared school property on Maple Street, Charlotte Boyer ran and grabbed Mickey.




  “You two fought Pug and Willie?” she asked with widened eyes.




  “They were picking on someone,” said Mickey, obviously shocked that her Highness deigned to speak to him.




  “I’m impressed,” she said with a smile and walked to her car.




  Barry broke the shock.




  “What the hell did she mean by that?”




  “I don’t know. She hasn’t talked to me in years.”




  “You may have a shot, buddy, but you’ll have to fight Travis now instead of his buddy.”




  “I’ve had too much excitement for Day One of senior year, Bazz.”




  Luc’s Story—1




  Luc Paquette loved baseball. Nothing compared to the sound of the ball smacked by a bat or the chase of a flyball. His best friend Doug Stout played left field while he centered the outfield. The rightfielder was Ted Haskins. During their youth they were a powerful combination. They played as teammates through Little League, Babe Ruth, and in high school.




  Stout and Paquette also excelled in football and basketball. Luc played quarterback, Doug receiver. In hoops, each played guard. Stout was the shooter, Paquette the playmaker.




  Their families differed financially. Doug’s dad Melvin created the first Chevrolet dealership in town right after World War Two. Guy Paquette worked as a custodian for the Kinghtsbridge school system. The Stout dealership flourished during the Fifties. Melvin built a large garrison colonel in the southern part of town near the Blackstone River. The Paquettes lived in a tiny house near the mills and downtown. The Paquettes never owned an automobile; they walked everywhere.




  The two friends never noticed the difference in their financial situations. They spent time equally at each other’s homes. Doug taught Luc how to drive a car and helped him to get his driver’s license.




  Both shared the headlines for their athletic exploits. In their senior year Doug started to notice that Luc seemed to get just a little more ink than himself. “Luc the QB throws three touchdown passes to spark the Knights to victory.” No mention of Doug’s fantastic hands and legwork which lead to three touchdowns. “Luc Paquette’s shot at the buzzer wins the game,” no newspaper reference to Doug Stout’s twenty-one points pacing the Knights. “Luc Paquette’s homerun with two outs saves the Knights,” but Doug’s three hits were missed in the retelling of the game.




  Luc Paquette never took himself seriously, nor did he take his studies seriously either. He took every day as a bonus day on the carousel. College was never an option. At best, an athletic scholarship to a junior college might have been available, but studying was out of the picture. Luc enjoyed the outdoors, especially fishing. Helping his father around the house was never a bother. His father—Guy—never needed a tradesman to help him with his house. Guy did it all himself. He passed his household skills on to his son.




  Now that senior year was fading, Luc wasn’t sure what to do. He didn’t want to work in the mills. That was certain. School was out, too.




  One day he walked to the grocery to buy milk for his mother and noticed the U.S. Army recruiter. Even though the U.S. just left Saigon a few months ago, Luc could’ve cared less. He never read the newspapers and only watched the news for the sports.




  The recruiting sergeant was flabbergasted, almost spilling coffee on his uniform when Luc walked in.




  “Where do I sign up?” asked the seventeen-year-old.




  “Do you want to know about our college program?”




  “Nope.”




  “Do you know you could be sent anywhere in the world?” asked the soldier. “A lot of guys don’t want to go to certain places.”




  “I’ll go wherever I’m told.”




  Sergeant Maxwell Dreyer wondered what was in his coffee. He read the local papers and recognized Paquette immediately. This young man sounded like a recruit from World War Two.




  “What about your parents?” asked Dreyer.




  “They’ll be fine.”




  “If you don’t mind, I’ll check with your father, Luc.”




  “That’s fine, sergeant.”




  * * * *




  Guy Paquette, a veteran of the European theater, told Dreyer that he approved and had no problem with his only child signing up. Boot camp was scheduled for July, not long after graduation.
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