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PROLOGUE
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JANUARY 1, 2000, AND the world did not end. We watched TV as the New Year, the New Century, and the New Millennium swept across the world. Everyone breathed easier when the lights did not go out in Moscow. If even the Russkies could get it right, surely we would too. There had been widespread doomsday predictions that computers would shut down all over the world because they would not recognize the number 2000, and many organizations spent tons of money making their computers “Y2K compatible.” I’m glad things did not fall apart for many reasons, but most of all because I had been working on a series of stories that trace epochal changes from 1957 to the end of the century. During this time I often thought we were on the eve of Doomsday.

My project began at our forty-year high-school reunion in 1997. My name is Jeff Andrews. You might recognize my name if you are a business and economics geek. I am a writer, but not the kind of writer I set out to be. Oh, my career has gone OK as a writer on business and economics in some decent magazines and journals. But I’ve had no success in getting my novels published, so I decided to try writing narratives based on the memories of my classmates. Worse, my book on economic history, which I thought would be my major contribution to western civilization, never found its way to publication. My day job consists of teaching composition and professional writing at a pretty good college in the Pittsburgh area.

Often I wished I had gone into journalism, covering business and economic issues for a paper like the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette. This would have been especially rewarding since a friend and classmate of mine was Andy Kuchar, who toiled in the thickest of the jungles that constituted the economics of the time. I imagine I would have had access to him. We remain close, and maybe it’s just as well that I did not have occasion to abuse our friendship by prying into his business. Anyway, that scenario can be filed under “what might have been.”

We grew up in Frick, PA. In case you’re not familiar with our story, here is how we got our name. The town fathers knew that a nearby town named itself after Andrew Carnegie, and he built them a library. They named our town after Henry Frick, but he didn’t give them a nickel. The town had previously been called New Mount Vernon. George Washington had owned property there, but a larger town as well as the county already had the name “Washington.”

Our 1997 class reunion would mark the beginning of my revived writing career, or so I hoped. The theme of the reunion was based on an old Statler Brothers song, “The Class of ‘57 Had a Dream.” A group of alums got together and wrote verses of the song for our classmates. Most of them were banal, some were funny, some were cruel, and some fit two or three of the categories. I’ll mention two of them; one involved me, another Andy.






“Ruthie runs a nursery, 

Her specialty is weeds,” 

“Jeff is writing essays 

That no one ever reads.”

“Lenny’s a policeman 

Who keeps us safe and sound.” 

“Andy ran a steel mill

Right into the ground.”

And the class of ‘57 had a dream.






Who we Were






Our high school was St. Brendan’s. It was a small Catholic school run by the Sisters of Charity, an order that taught at several other schools in the Pittsburgh area and also a nursing school at a hospital in Pittsburgh. The sisters were good teachers and did not put up with any nonsense––our parents backed them all the way. But the sisters dressed in a funny outfit based, I think, on the fashion at the time of their founder, Elizabeth Seton, whom they always called “Mother Seton.” They had us pray every day for her canonization, and she was eventually canonized. Back to the costume. It featured a black bonnet that covered their whole head so that no hair showed. Their habit was also black, and we referred to these holy women as “crows”—not to their face, of course. 

All of us boys were interested in girls, sports, cars, and mischief, not necessarily in that order. Our futures would be either going to college—many of us dreaming, delusionally, of getting football scholarships to Notre Dame. Other choices involved joining the Army, Navy, Air Force, or Marines. Or we could get on at the mill. (Unfortunately, the railroad wasn’t hiring.) The girls were interested in boys, at least we thought they were. We didn’t care much about what else they were interested in. As for the future, the girls had options too. A girl could become a secretary, nurse, or teacher. I’m speaking in generalities, of course. I’m describing how I thought we looked from the outside. We were a little more complicated than that, as I, an aspiring writer, was probably more aware of that than most. I will try to show this by describing some of my friends, as they were then, since then, and now—the spring, summer/fall, and winter of our lives.






The Game






An event from our high school days at St. Brendan’s that stays with me more than any other is what we always called “The Game.” It was a football game between us and Frick High. Ordinarily we didn’t play them. They played in the WPIAL, the Western Pennsylvania Inter-scholastic Athletic League. We played in the Catholic “B” league. These were small schools like us—we didn’t play North or Central Catholic. (A few years before our time, St. Brendan played against Johnny Unitas. We didn’t know who he was or what he would become. As you probably guessed, he shredded our defense pretty good.) 

Frick was a bigger school, and we were considered no match for them. Beating us would not help their quest for a championship. Their coach, a guy named Bruce Shinko, spoke of us disdainfully. He always called us St. Brenda’s. His players told us that when he wanted to motivate them, he said something like “The way you bums are playing St. Brenda’s could beat you––hike up their skirts and beat you.”

When we were seniors, some local business men had negotiated with Coach Shinko to play St. Brenda’s as a season opener. Frick usually started the season with an easy game, a public school that they could beat, but some Chamber of Commerce types thought it would be good to increase the interest in the game by playing us. I don’t know what they offered Coach Shinko, but I’m sure he did not play us just to be nice. For him, “nice” was a four letter word.

Before the game, Shinko told his squad that he didn’t just want to beat St. Brendan. He wanted to prove once and for all that “St. Brenda’s Fighting Nuns” were no match for his powerhouse. Their quarterback, Kent Hillman, asked the coach if they could stay in the game even if they were running up the score. Shinko agreed emphatically. He told them that was what he wanted to hear. Maybe they could set some school and individual records. 

A writer from a small local paper came up to us at lunch time and told us about this. Most of us were silent, not wanting to give Coach Shinko any bulletin board material, as if he needed it. But Andy Kuchar spoke up: “That’s right! Nobody will want to leave this game. You will see two good teams going at each other for forty-eight minutes.” Kent told us that when Coach Shinko read the story in the locker room, they all had a pretty good laugh.

When the big night arrived, I was not on the field. I had been on the team but had an emergency appendectomy the week before the season began. I could have sat on the sideline, but I was asked to work in the press box serving as spotter to the PA guy. I was ok with that because it would also enable me to write about the game. After the Frick High Marching Band, a first-class unit, had played some traditional band music, and the Star-Spangled Banner, the two teams came rushing out onto the field. St. Brendan’s won the toss and elected to kick off.

All the excitement came down to this electric moment when our kicker Frank Vodnik sent the ball end-over-end to the waiting Frick return man, Dave Craig. He started up the middle, then turned to the right sideline where the Frick team had set up a wall of blockers. Just like that, the score, with the PAT, was 7-0. 

Frick’s kick-off was a squib along the ground, which caught our guys off guard. Some of the guys up front tried to field it, and after some fumbling tried to lateral it to the backs. Unfortunately, the back guys had come up-field to block. By the time we fielded it, we were in our own end zone and tackled for a safety. 9-0. We kicked off again and Frick set up for the same right sideline for a runback. Our guys bit, and Craig, with some superb blocking, took it up the middle for another touchdown. 16-0. Not much time off the clock, and not a single play from scrimmage. 

Our coach, Dante Donatelli, was not much for razzle-dazzle or trick plays. He believed in learning a few things well and executing with precision. The question was whether we were really outmatched as Coach Shinko had predicted. The 16-0 score seemed to confirm this. Sitting in the press box, I told those around me that Coach D would keep the ball on the ground to use up some of the clock and prevent a shellacking.

This time Frick kicked deep, and we took it in the end zone for a touchback. Now we had it first and ten at the twenty-yard line. As I had predicted, the first play was a run up the middles for a four yard gain. The PA squawked Kuchar the ball carrier. Second and six. Andy Kuchar was our primary rusher. He was fast, smart, and very powerful. Our center was big Albert
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