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  Begin With Me




  Matthew Druker has lost his girlfriend, his job, and himself. He impersonates a priest to find his true self. Does he have a prayer?




  





  Grapes For A Guinness




  Mickey Paquette tries to celebrate his senior year by breaking a world record. Will his attempt splatter?




  Dedication




  For Jen and Kevin, two blessings from heaven




  I would like to thank those who support my writing. A special thanks to Bob Ryan, Joe Fenton, Mark Strahan, Janice McDermott, and my wife Debbie. You keep me going!




  Chapter 1: A Fifty-Year-Old Fruitcake?




  I can’t believe I’m staring at fifty years on this planet.




  No way I’m going to turn five-o. Can’t be me. Must be the old guy in the mirror I see every morning with the stubble and the bags under his eyes.




  Yes, the half-century mark loomed. I couldn’t delay it; I couldn’t deny it. I wasn’t depressed, yet it was a big number.




  I remember when thirty seemed to be a lifetime. Abbie Hoffman said not to trust anyone over thirty. Mick Jagger once claimed that he didn’t want to sing “Satisfaction” in his thirties. Both guys were wrong.




  Many folks freak out at this milestone. Should I? Is it time for my midlife crisis or did I miss it?




  We’ve heard the classic stories. Middle-aged guys ditch their wives for younger models. Or others seek to commemorate the fifty mark with various achievements. Climb mountains, shoot rapids, go bungee jumping, sail around the world.




  When we see fifty, do we shudder at our mortality? Do we estimate how much time the Eternal Creator has left for us? Do we start looking back at our lives with regrets?




  I have no plans of grandeur. I want no party, no fanfare. Blowing out a cake with the family suits me fine.




  In recent years I have started to wonder about old friends, foes, and acquaintances who I haven’t seen in years. What happened to them? How did we lose contact over the years? Was I a bad friend? Was it being a parent when your kids dominated all your time and thoughts?




  I would like to track down some people in my past. Call me foolish. Call me crazy.




  I’ll write about my adventures in future columns. You can laugh, or you can sneer at my foolish attempts to find people from my past. Aren’t we warned to bury the past and move on with our lives?




  Do I look back and have any regrets approaching the half-century mark? Do I wish my life turned out differently? Did I make the right career choices? What happened to people I used to be friends with? What about my enemies? Was I a jerk to some people? Would it be too late to apologize to anyone in my past that I pissed off?




  This could be fun, or it could turn out to be an exercise in futility. I want to know about certain people from my past.




  This is my project for hitting fifty. Hopefully, it won’t be as dangerous as climbing Everest or jumping out of an airplane with a parachute, but it could be just as scary. So come along with this fifty-year-old fruitcake on this adventure.




  Who knows what will turn up for me? Revelations? Disappointment? Exhilaration? Surprises? Joys?




  Join me for the ride. Laugh at my folly, twitter, if you must, at my vanity. If you think me a fool, witness my exercise in futility.




  I hope my efforts won’t go in vain, but I’m going to try. I’ll let you know how everything turns out, searching for ghosts from my past.




  I just finished writing this column for next week’s edition of the Wamsutta Advocate.




  A gray morning showed itself over Lake Glass. My wife Kelly just poured us our coffees.




  “You’re very quiet this morning, Mark,” she said. We’ve been married for twenty-five years.




  “Fifty is about to smack me in the kisser,” I said. “How did I get to fifty? I feel like I’m the same person that I was at seventeen.”




  “You’ll hit fifty before me.” She smiled and raised her steaming coffee mug in the air.




  “My younger bride.”




  “Do you have big plans for the big birthday? Do you want a party? Should we go on a big trip?”




  “No to all three questions.” I slurped my coffee and scanned the headlines of the two Boston dailies on this Sunday morning.




  I felt myself starting to grin. I wanted to bust out about my idea.




  Kelly stared at me with her green eyes. “What? You’ve got a funny look on your face.”




  “I was born that way.”




  I shook my head. “Katie and me were at Borders the other day. I picked up that book about meeting five people in heaven when you die.”




  “Did you buy it?”




  “No, but it got me thinking: do I have to wait until I die to see people I haven’t seen in a long time? Could I see these people now in the mortal world? What about people I haven’t seen in decades?”




  “Who would you want to see?” Kelly stopped herself. Her head nodded slowly. “I know two off the bat. The girl from high school. What’s her name?”




  “Megan Mullaney. Who’s the other?”




  “Andy Ross, your best friend and your best man, who you haven’t seen in ages.”




  “You’re good, Kell.”




  “Are you really thinking about looking up people from your past? Aren’t you happy with your life with me and the kids?”




  “I am. I own a newspaper and I have a great wife and two great kids. I love our town.”




  “Shouldn’t that be enough?”




  “It is. But you asked what I wanted for my fiftieth birthday and I think this is it. I’ll write a real version of that book I saw the other day.”




  Like most of us, I rarely spent time in reflection. Work dominates our time. Putting out a weekly newspaper wouldn’t make me rich, but the bills get paid.




  Sure, we go to worship and try to reflect on what’s happening in our lives, but a boring sermon or a Scripture reading may make the mind wander.




  “Just recently, Kell, I’ve been thinking about people I’ve known. My best friend as a boy in Dorchester was Danny Finbar. We were inseparable until my folks moved to Dedham when I was ten. We touched base a few times over the years.




  “My best friend in college I haven’t seen since senior year. We ended on a sour note.”




  “Who else?” she asked.




  “Believe it or not, there was one guy I disliked in graduate school, Ron Princeton, the preppie boy wonder and number one kiss-ass. Every professor fawned over him like he was going to turn out to be a one-man Woodward and Bernstein. Couldn’t stand him. How did he turn out?




  “Then there was Megan, the girl who shone above all the rest in high school. She set the standard. We had one night together.”




  “That’s four, Fitzie,” said Kelly. “Why do I have a feeling that I know who the fifth is?”




  “How would you know?”




  “C’mon, Fitzie, I’ve known for years. I know you’d love to see this Megan Mullaney from high school.”




  I blushed. “I’m guilty.”




  “Okay, add her to your list. I’m curious, too.”




  “Call me crazy,” I said. “Call me foolish. That’s what I want to do for my fiftieth birthday.”




  “I’ll have to think about it.”




  I re-read my column that night and made a few edits. The weekly edition would be delivered on Wednesday.




  I looked up to see my wife of twenty-five years walking briskly into my small office. Her brown hair ruffled with her pace. She sat down and read my column.




  “That column is stupid,” she said with her green eyes ablaze.




  “Tell me what you really think, dear.”




  “I didn’t think you’d go public.”




  “I think readers will enjoy my folly.”




  “Who cares about these five people from your life? What if they’re scattered across the country? What if they don’t give a damn about you?” She brushed the hair out of her eyes. She was forty-seven and still turned heads, especially mine.




  “Yes, my dear, it is stupid. None of those five people have probably thought about me since we last met. I’m a curious fellow. That’s why I’m a newspaperman. Some folks have insatiable lust; I have insatiable curiosity.”




  Her breathing resumed a normal pace. She laughed. “Maybe you should’ve been blessed with the lust instead.”




  “When I don’t have a headache.”




  “Mark, this is so silly. You’re usually so, so…”




  “Normal?”




  “Yes, you’re a little more practical, not a dreamer.”




  “Except when I bought this paper ten years ago? Remember: I was facing forty and wanted to see what life existed outside of the big city.”




  “But we studied it, we analyzed it.”




  “How much time will this pilgrimage take? You’re the editor, lead reporter, advertising salesman, and columnist for this rag.”




  “We’ve got Billy Demers. You write stories, too.”




  “Social bits and obits.”




  “You’re a good photographer.”




  “Okay, you’re right about that.”




  Billy Demers was a retired cop reporter. The only problem about Billy that he was seventy-five and not getting any younger. Despite the look of being barely alive, Billy banged out copy with little need for rewrite. His brain energized behind a keyboard.




  He retired about twelve years ago from the Boston Herald and had moved to a lakefront condo in town. A widower, he walked into my office when we started and offered to work for nothing. We pay him a pittance. Billy was the ideal employee because he never complained and never threatened to start a union. Town officials found him tough, but fair. Billy loved fires, accidents, town meetings, and crimes. The Boston and Providence dailies occasionally stole from any juicy local crime stuff.




  “Maybe you’re right, dear. It would be a lot for Billy to fill out the rest of the paper. Although he told me that he broke in as a stringer for high school sports at the old Record American. He could write some sports, too.”




  “Mark, this is still a silly thing. What happens when you hit sixty?”




  “Insatiable lust and plastic surgery,” I replied with a straight face. I couldn’t hold it long.




  She shook her head. “I married a fruitcake. Okay, I agree under protest and with the right to tell you I-told-you-so.”




  She started to leave. “What if your old high school goddess is still gorgeous and realizes what a great guy you are?”




  “She’s probably gone to seed. I probably won’t recognize her.”




  I smiled, but the worry lines creased her brow.




  “Honey, this is a great adventure,” I said.




  “To you maybe. What about the rest of us? What about the kids? ‘Where’s Dad, Mom?’ ‘Oh, he’s gone fishing for ghosts from his past.’”




  “There could be a book in this.”




  The talk of a book always put her in a frenzy.




  “The book you’ve talked about since I’ve known you. First, you wanted to write about that Civil War guy from Maine.”




  “Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain.”




  “Dragged us to Brunswick, Maine. Saw his house and his grave.”




  “Kids loved it.”




  “That’s because we went shopping in Freeport afterwards. The book never materialized.”




  “I got distracted.”




  “By another idea. A book on the history of the Boston Police Department. You never interviewed the retired cops you hunted down.”




  This argument wasn’t going well.




  “I almost wrote a novel a few years ago.”




  “Make it ten years ago. You wrote twenty-five pages. You should’ve made it a kids’ book.”




  She walked over to me, gave me a quick hug, and a peck on the cheek.




  “Now I feel better about this, Mark. You’ll start off fine. Track down one person and get distracted. You’ll get attention deficit and shut it down. Go with my blessing.”




  She walked out. I sat there stunned. She was right, and I hated that.




  The gauntlet had been tossed down. She would be surprised when I picked it up.




  Chapter 2: Newspaper




  When I started as a cub reporter, I never entertained the thought of being a publisher. When I got out of Boston University, my immediate concern was finding a job.




  Many of my grad school classmates considered themselves worthy of the New York Times or the Washington Post. No one wanted to admit to themselves that they would have to work in the trenches before moving on to the board rooms of such august institutions.




  Many of my New York classmates constantly extolled the wonders of the Big Apple. How great it was. How it was the greatest city. Yet, where were they planning to look for a job? In the Boston area. I really wanted to say: go home and luxuriate in the greatness of your favorite city.




  Our professors never mentioned starting their careers at the top of the newspaper heap. They shared their stories from the small weeklies and dailies where they cut their newspaper teeth writing about crime stories, fires, features, sports, and obits. In fact, several were quite proud to recount their humble beginnings.




  After mailing out hundreds of resumes and cover letters and making a flood of telephone calls, I ended up at the Norwood Guardian, a small daily. After five years of town meetings, planning board meetings, school committee meetings, fires, crimes, obituaries, and the occasional feature story, I caught a break and ended up at the Boston Herald, a tabloid competing in a rare two-newspaper town.




  I left suburbia for the mean streets of Boston’s South End. Of course, the South End has transformed into a desirable zipcode with bistros, creperies, shops, luxury condos, and art galleries.




  When I started out, that area wasn’t desirable, but I loved working in that part of the city. My father Dick Fitzgerald grew up there on Shawmut Avenue.




  “We didn’t know about rich people, Mark,” he told me constantly, “because we were all poor.”




  His neighborhood consisted of folks from various countries and colors. “Poverty knew no racial barriers,” he said. “We shared the misery. It didn’t matter what color you were. It didn’t matter if you were Catholic, Protestant, or Jewish. No one had much of anything.”




  My father’s father, Richard Fitzgerald, died young from a love of the bottle, leaving my grandmother, Nancy McCullough Fitzgerald, with three sons. My father was the oldest. His mother washed floors at the Statler Hilton Hotel in Park Square, my grandmother was quick to point out to me. “I don’t do the bathrooms,” she told me often.




  Dad took care of his brothers Russell and Daniel.




  At the corner of Massachusetts and Harrison Avenues, next to Boston City Hospital, Dad sold newspapers, starting when he was eleven, and worked at many odd jobs before getting a job at a First National supermarket in high school. Despite watching his brothers and working, Dad was a pretty good athlete at baseball and basketball. He was an excellent student at Boston Latin School, the oldest public school in the country and the jewel in the crown of the Boston public schools.




  His brother Russell ran with the wrong crowd and studied petty crime at an early age. Russell dropped out of school at sixteen and never worked an honest job. He ended up being caught for armed robbery and later died in Walpole state prison. Uncle Dan became a mason who thrived in his trade. Unfortunately, he died from the Irish suicide of booze and cigarettes. I never met Russell, but I remembered my Uncle Dan’s bone-crushing handshakes.




  Occasionally, I drove by Dad’s old row house on Shawmut Avenue. Now some yuppie probably bought the building and rehabbed it for big money. I miss him a lot. Dad died too young at forty-eight when a drunk driver rear ended his car one night when Dad went out after supper to buy milk for my mother’s tea. He lived to see my marriage to Kelly, but Dad never got to see his grandchildren.




  Driving through the South End chasing stories, I often thought about Dad growing up there in that tough upbringing. I hoped he could still guide me.




  My mother, Colleen Hughes Fitzgerald, worked as a cashier at Stop & Shop for many years. She teased me about working for the Capitol Supermarkert, her store’s major competitor. “We’re bigger, we’re better,” she said.




  Mom came from West Roxbury. She was considered quite a catch since she lived in a “two-toilet” Irish neighborhood.




  Her mother, Fiona Cuddy, emigrated from Connemara, Ireland as a teenager. She worked as a maid for James Michael Curley, the political rascal who served as four-time mayor of Boston. Ensconced in a large brick home with shamrock shutters in Jamaica Plain, Curley noticed her inspecting his personal library and recommended books for her to read. Often times the great man stopped her to discuss Shakespeare.




  Curley told her, “The Great Bard has served as my constant companion.”




  Fiona later married a carpenter named Donald Murray who was working on Curley’s home. They had three children, with Colleen the oldest, followed by Matthew and Mark. The boys died young.




  My mother got her love of reading from my grandmother. She also played the piano and enjoyed crosswords and puzzles, especially those crazy puzzles of nature scenes with thousands of similar-looking pieces. She started college at my alma mater, Boston State, and later dropped out after her father died. Mom always wanted to become a teacher.




  She soldiered on after her father’s demise. Despite her warmth toward her only child, his wife, and her two grandchildren, her blue eyes were tinged with sadness. I asked if she wanted to live with us in Wamsutta instead of living alone.




  “No, dear, I’m fine,” she said. “I don’t want to be a bother.”




  After marrying my father, she didn’t go to work until I went to Dedham High. She was always waiting for me when I came home from school. We talked for a few minutes until I ran outside. She was a great listener. Even in high school, I missed her smiling face at the door when I stepped into the quiet house.




  Mom died of pneumonia a few years after Dad. I couldn’t believe both of them were gone. I thought of them every day. I hated God for taking them away. I hadn’t stepped into a church since her funeral.




  Working prevented me from dwelling on the loss of my parents. I loved working on a big daily, but it did have some drawbacks. Kelly bore the brunt of the parenting. In newspapers there was no such thing as a normal forty-hour work week. I could never say definitely what time I would be home.




  We had bought a small ranch home in Norwood, but it was getting too small for Katie and Liam. Kelly supported my career, but she wondered about alternatives. She worked part time doing taxes and some accounting.




  “What about teaching journalism at B.U.?” she asked. “You’d be perfect. You’d have good hours and not be out chasing stories.”




  “It’s a good thought.” I wasn’t sure if I could teach or if I was ready for academia.




  Yet, I was still addicted to the chase of a story, the thrill of seeing my byline on the front page. Finally, my body started to wear down. My diet was poor; my lack of sleep started to make me feel like a zombie. My only exercise was playing for the Herald’s co-ed softball team. We had several young, curvaceous female reporters who looked very good in double-knit polyester uniforms. Kelly rolled her eyes, watching male players leering at these three young ladies. And they could play ball, too.




  After a year of writing a potpourri of articles I ended up on the crime beat. Murders, shootings, kidnappings, gang wars, and sensational trials were becoming my daily sustenance. I got to know courthouses, crime scenes, and police stations. My father had left teaching English at Boston College High School to become a probation officer at the Boston Municipal Court. He later became an assistant clerk-magistrate. From Dad, I learned about how the courts and police operate. I didn’t enjoy talking to the victims’ families. I tried to be delicate as possible. It didn’t always work.




  I wanted a crack at writing a column. I wasn’t crazy about our columnists. I approached several editors and even grabbed the publisher in the men’s room. I mean I waited until he finished his business. I was told to wait. Be patient. Maybe something would open up.




  I also wanted to try my hand at sports. I wrote an occasional Sunday feature about an athlete, but the sports department was well stocked with good reporters.




  I thought about floating my resume. I didn’t want to leave Massachusetts; I didn’t want to uproot the family. I was too parochial. New York held no appeal for me. Neither did Washington D.C. or Chicago.




  The sports editor, Sam Weatherhead, stopped me one day. Sam was a grizzled, bearded, bald newsman in his sixties.




  “I heard you’re looking for a change,” he said to me in the parking lot.




  “If something popped up.”




  “You know nothing is popping up here, unless somebody croaks. Would you be interested in buying a newspaper?”




  “Sam, I don’t have that kind of money.”




  “I do. We’ll go fifty-fifty. You’ll run the show.”




  I pitched it to Kelly and she ran numbers and contacted banks and relatives. We took a deep breath and jumped headfirst.




  That’s how I came to the Wamsutta Advocate. A few years later, I was able to buy out Sam Weatherhead.




  Putting out a weekly newspaper was not as easy as I thought it would be. Kelly and I worked our asses off. We still do. Now we know what we have to do. When we started, it was OJT, on-the-job training.




  Of course, I handled all the news gathering, writing, editing, and layout. The last item was new ground for me. I studied layout in grad school, but I never had any practical experience trying to produce an enticing product for the reading public. Newspaper production was a totally new game for me. Before leaving the Herald I tried to cram as much information as possible. In grad school, layout consisted of cutting and pasting copy onto boards called “dummies.” With the march of technology, layout was done by computer. Layout required a software program, so I learned, and Kelly learned, how to use the software to lay out each edition of the paper. What was the best software? I called friends who worked in area newspapers.




  Kelly and I both learned to shoot pictures and develop them. We had a tiny darkroom in the basement. We took an evening course together at the high school. At least, the pictures were clear to the human eye. I’ll admit Kelly is the better photographer; she has a great eye. Then we had to jump on the digital revolution and buy digital cameras when the old cameras became obsolete.




  I met with the printing press that printed our paper and learned about newspaper production. Peripherally, I knew a little about the process, but I wanted to know all.




  Next, we had to deal with circulation. After the paper was printed, how did we deliver the papers? Again, the Fitzgerald trick tandem filled a Ford Taurus station wagon with bales of newspaper and drove around town to the sellers, such as Cumberland Farms, two pizza parlors, two gas stations with convenient stores, and one breakfast restaurant with a soda fountain and a small newsstand.




  Kelly and I marched throughout our town to meet every businessman and woman. Advertising pays the bills. Several of the advertisers have stayed with us from the beginning. A few dropped off and later rejoined us.




  For the two of us there was no down time. Sometimes we dragged Liam and Katie along with us.




  As the 21st century loomed, newspapers nationally were losing advertising revenues, and the Advocate created an online edition, meaning the Fitzgerald duo stumbled into the joys of the Internet publishing. We were making good money from online advertising.




  Over the years, an occasional j-student would intern for us. I paid for an occasional stringer, newspaper lexicon for freelance reporters who get paid by the printed articles.




  Originally, the Advocate was printed as a broadsheet, the old-fashioned bulky newspaper that traditionally contained long narrow columns of copy. A story of significance that ran on page one was displayed above or below the fold of the newspaper.




  We changed to a tabloid, a smaller and easier-to-read paper. An average edition ran twenty-four pages. It could vary depending on ad revenue.




  Later, we added color graphics and color pictures to our paper. I thought we put out a good product. We were recognized by the New England Press Association with awards in design and news writing for weeklies.




  I loved the entire process of writing the stories, editing them, and working on the layout. Kelly thrived on the business side of the paper. I’ve always thought we were a great team. We had our disagreements, but generally I carried the final say on the news side and Kelly on the business side.




  I liked knowing all the news going on about town, which was losing its final rural roots and expanding to a suburban haven for Boston and Providence commuters. I loved knowing about local and state government. I loved talking to the selectmen, the police officers, and firefighters. I spent considerable time going to town meetings, the school committee, the planning board, the board of appeals, and the board of health. You name it. If there were conflicts, I’d shoot for a stringer, or even Kelly, to cover the other meeting.




  Billy Demers joining us was a big plus. Of course, I looked forward to his hard-boiled cynical banter. Otherwise, I was a one-man show with Kelly or Katie helping out.




  The editorial page was my baby. I wrote one to two editorials and sometimes a personal observation column. My editorials about town issues came from my thoughts and opinions as citizen, taxpayer, editor, publisher, and resident. Occasionally, an x-rated e-mail was sent to my cyber mailbox, or a nasty phone call might be received. I tried to be fair; I tried to be as apolitical as possible. I never endorsed or lambasted any candidate for elective office.




  The personal columns ran six hundred to eight hundred words. I wrote about anything that caught my fancy from sports to history to daily life. Kelly thought I should try to get my columns syndicated. I approached a former co-worker who moved to the Associated Press about it. I got a six-month tryout. I knew I was doing okay when I started receiving letters with non-Massachusetts postmarks. Not every column was picked up, but many ended up in small dailies and weeklies throughout the country.




  I was happy with my vocation, and we made enough money to bank for rainy days and college funds. In the last two years I fielded several offers from several parties to sell the Advocate. I would retain my title as publisher/editor, but the business side would be assumed by the buyer’s personnel. Although flattered by these offers, Kelly and I declined politely. Who knows? We could change our mind at a later date.
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