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Between 1960 and 1970 the U.S. military drafted over 2 million men who had been born from 1944 to 1950.  Up until December 1, 1969, the complex, random, cronyism- driven selective service process in place for 27 years was well understood and used by college students, and in many cases their parents, to help achieve their life goals in spite of the growing manpower demands of the highly unpopular Vietnam conflict. On that one December evening, CBS, for example, pre-empted the regularly scheduled show Mayberry RFD to cut to the nationwide broadcast of the first draft lottery since 1942.  It was watched and listened to, with great interest, in every bar, dorm lobby, fraternity and sorority house on every college and university campus.  All eyes and hearts were focused on the congressman reaching into the large glass bottle to withdraw colored capsules representing each day of the year.  It was truly a matter of life and death.

Approximately 850,000 men were affected by the 1969 draft lottery.  The luck of the draw determined their future, a future that may no longer hold any resemblance to the one they had been planning.  Depending on their number ranking, they scrambled to qualify for exemptions of many different kinds.  Some took the drastic step of fleeing to Canada or Australia or by doing whatever it took to assure they would not be acceptable or eligible for U.S. military service.  Some even joined one of the branches of the military, choosing to pick their poison.

From the late evening hours of December 1, 1969 until today, any man born in that initial seven year period remembers his number.  He can recall the jubilation of a high lottery number, the fear and anguish of a low number and the feeling of despair of numbers that were destined to place the lucky birthdate holder in limbo until it was too late to do anything about it.

Between this December 1st night and May, 1970,  the existing set of selective service rules of eighteen different classifications and the change in the age order for selection impacted hundreds of thousands directly and millions indirectly.  Plans concerning career choices and personal relationships had to be changed and new plans had to be made.  Time limits for college students were now running out and commitments made to America’s male youth were changed too often to keep up with.

This is the story about nine young men, their friends, family and girlfriends and how one night changed their lives forever.

Kent State University in 2012 still carries the memories, scars and reputation of the Kent State that was a centerpiece for anti-war protests by concerned students and non-students who had gathered on the campus.  To this day, no one knows why this small, quaint university was chosen.  But the end results were devastating.  The Students for a Democratic Society [SDS] and splinter groups like the Weather Underground and others of the late 1960s fueled the speed of change across many college campuses including Kent State.  The culmination of a school year of increasing unrest and broken dreams and promises ended the spring quarter with the death of four students at the hands of the Ohio National Guard in May, 1970.

That was only the backdrop.  This story isn’t about the anti-war movement, the killings by the young, inexperienced and exhausted Guard or even life as a hippie in the small university town of Kent, Ohio.  This is about how the peaceful campus life of nine young men was cast in a totally different direction and left one lingering question for all generations to ask.  What would my life have been if I had had the freedom to make a choice that didn’t involve whether or not I would die in a foreign rice paddy?
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“Try To Remember [The Kind Of September]” – The Sandpipers

Kent State University – September, 2012

It was an early September weekday afternoon as Don Williams drove his rented candy-apple red Ford Mustang convertible along the narrow, uneven streets of Kent State University.  He kept to the old sections of the campus along the north and west sides where evidence surely still existed of his having been there over four decades ago.  He could feel the warm sun on his balding head and the air turning cooler as it curved over the windshield and into the Mustang’s cockpit-like front seat.  Incredibly young-looking kids walked between the buildings or sat under the huge old trees.  He could remember being out there, his arms filled with books, his head full of dreams.  But God, had he ever looked that young?

He looked around with interest as he toured the campus streets and gradually worked his way toward his old fraternity house.  He hadn’t set eyes on it since May, 1970 when he and 20,000 others were rushed off campus under Martial Law because of the student killings.

He shook his head to clear those thoughts away and double checked the dashboard clock to be sure he wasn’t going to be late for a meeting for which he had no clue why he had even been invited.  Jennifer Kist, the attorney he had been emailing back and forth with, was neither detailed in her explanation nor very responsive to any of his questions.

The Mustang handled smoothly.  It had always been the car of choice back in the day when he had driven these streets.  Not that he had had a Mustang or any other car back then.  He was glad he had splurged when he picked it up from the rental agency.  After all, what better car could carry him into his meeting with the past?

Like almost every small town kid who went away to college, Don’s time at Kent was very different than his early years in Canton, Ohio, even if his hometown was only a few miles away.  It was where he had learned about life, love and brotherhood.

Today, he thought as he drove along, the girls walking the campus were probably glancing his way only because they admired the Mustang.  They were looking at him with age-filtered lenses, not even seeing the middle-aged man at the wheel.  But he had had his day.

A quick check of the Mustang’s dash clock and he realized that his appointment, set for 2 p.m. at his old Phi Psi Kappa house on West Main Street, was but a few minutes away.  He left campus and headed through the middle of the small city of Kent.  Along the way, he mourned the loss of so many of the places from his past.  Gone was the Robin Hood, or the Hood as everyone had known it, The Black Squirrel Grill and many of the old fraternity houses.  The old Kent Hotel still resided on the South side of Main Street and had been notorious because the lounge had provided adult entertainment complete with go-go girls and a more sophisticated crowd if you were twenty-one.  Less than a block west at Franklin Avenue, just before the railroad tracks still stood The Loft bar.  No go-go girls.  No hard stuff.  Not even a band.  The 3.2 beer had been the only beverage on hand.

A left turn south on South Water Street had always gotten him a complimentary 3.2 beer from the Fifth Quarter’s owner when he was with his fraternity brother Cliff who had taken some amazing photos of the campus, but more importantly, art shots of hundreds of willing female students.  He had even earned the nickname Hef for his ability to make even the most ordinary young woman look beautiful.  The Fifth Quarter had been large enough to hold hundreds on a weekend night and had been an ideal place to display Cliff’s photography.  His photos of now-famous bands had built his portfolio, including Joe Walsh, who had played lead guitar with the Measles, a Kent State student band, before he moved on to the James Gang and finally to the Eagles.  And Cliff was more than happy to include his brothers in his photo events.  He always needed someone to carry his equipment, and free beer, hot chicks and a good band were powerful incentives.

Sadly, as student tastes changed, the Fifth Quarter had become a dive named Filthy McNasty’s, and then a Honda motorcycle dealer.  Even that was now gone, replaced by non-descript storefronts with neither interesting names nor pasts.

Don shook his head as he wondered how many times he had walked the two and one-half miles back and forth between the house and the campus.  As he approached the tracks, he remembered, as if it were yesterday, how the train would stop around 10 p.m. each night for a crew change-out which would hold him up for an additional fifteen minutes.  Of course, that had only happened in really cold or wet weather.  He smiled, remembering that in that part of Ohio, that had been every night.  That was typical Kent, where forty days and forty nights of continual rain in his sophomore year had created floods of Biblical proportions and contributed to supporting a several-hundred student three-day mud fight.  That war of the dorms and sexes had caused the complete drainage of the campus water tower and the elimination of shitting, showering and shaving on campus for four whole days.

As if on cue, the flashing railroad lights and the sound of the bell scared him back to reality and he hit the brakes, stopping just inches from the lowered arm.  The freight train rolled past and gradually picked up speed, heading south and eventually clearing the crossing.  The gates rose and the lights turned off and the bells were silenced.  He passed over the railroad tracks and the bridge that crossed over a river whose name he had never known.  He was struck by how small the hill leading from town to the fraternity house really was.  Back then, powered by his feet and fueled by an ample supply of 3.2 beer, it had seemed much larger.

He felt a rush of excitement, knowing that just over the horizon was his old fraternity house.  The building was over a hundred years old and had been a funeral home in its past life.  A very generous, successful and Don remembered, quirky benefactor, Brendan Harrigan, former Phi Psi Kappa fraternity brother at Kent State had bought the building and turned it into a fraternity house.  Brendan had been in his early thirties when he would drop by the house every quarter with his hand out, seeking to get paid his mortgage payment.  Of course, since he hadn’t been wealthy when he was in college, he had to know that it was unlikely that the mortgage payment would ever be made on time or in full.  But that never stopped Brendan from showing up on a regular, if not always timely basis which had led to several frantic money-raising events by the brothers.

Don laughed out loud as he thought about how, in spite of his wealth, Brendan had always worn a crumpled, but clean pharmacist’s smock and drove a partially rusted powder-blue fifteen year old Ford station wagon.  There were better looking beggars on the street.  For a licensed pharmacist, it also seemed pretty odd that Brendan had never been without a mostly smoked but never lit cigar.  The color of the dried out wrapper of the cigar had blended into the color of the sides of his index and middle fingers of his left hand, stained by a long history of togetherness.

Which brought him back to why he had returned to Kent today.  Apparently, Brendan had died recently and had named several of the fraternity brothers in his will.  No one could have been more surprised than Don.  He couldn’t imagine why the old man would have even remembered him, much less left him something.  His dealings with Brendan had been minimal and unremarkable.  Maybe it was some kind of joke after all those late checks and the residual damage to the building the school year always left behind.  Jennifer hadn’t offered any answers in her emails but after he had agreed to come, he had received airfare and ample expense money to attend the reading of Brother Brendan’s last will and testament.

Don squirmed in his bucket seat and peered out over the hump in the hood that housed the oversized Mustang motor, as the house came into view on the right.  He noticed that the grass still needed cut, tree branches still needed cleared, and the house still needed a fresh coat of white paint.

By force of habit, he took the single-lane driveway as fast as possible.  As his car hit the gravel at the end of the drive the Mustang skidded slightly right and around the corner at the rear of the house, then slid to a stop in front of the coach house next to the large maple tree.  There were already a couple cars in the lot, and he didn’t know if they belonged to the new brothers or the older ones.  He unbuckled his seat belt, opened the door and stepped from the car.

It had always been part of its colorful history that the coach house started life as a garage for the two horse-drawn hearses on the right side and four stalls on the left for the horses.  Tradition held in the fraternity that the two most senior actives parked their cars inside the garage side for protection from the elements.  The implementation of this tradition had a few rough spots depending on the most senior brothers’ cars because the width of a fancy hearse from the early part of the twentieth century was about the same as an MG or VW bug in the 1960s.  Any larger cars presented a problem, as well as larger actives because his waist size was almost as important as his car size as he would have to be able to slip between the frame of the coach house and the car in the narrow confines.

Don took a moment to look at the old house.  It was easy to imagine pallbearers and caskets, followed by grieving friends and relatives leaving through the double front doors of the funeral home as those had been the guests of the day. The front door when he had lived there was still reserved for live guests to come and go as need be. But it was the rear door where the brothers and their girlfriends had entered and exited.  Both entrances had covered porches.  About 15’ x 40’, the front porch was large enough for ten large wicker rockers.  The two large oak doors with beveled glass windows led to the foyer that not only opened wide enough for caskets but on occasion for small cars, practical jokes being the specialty of all fraternities since time began.  Don was still amazed at how few young men it took to carry an entire VW bug into the house or to carry an occupied wood-framed bed outside to the lawn.

The main floor rooms were large enough for either multiple viewings on a busy night eighty years before Don’s time or they worked well for parties or studying alone or with dates.  The back porch was about half the size of the front porch.  Its door opened directly into the commercially retrofitted kitchen.  Don knew this route well as he had never missed a meal.  There had been an ever-changing cast of cooks who, no doubt, hadn’t been appreciated or paid enough for their trouble.

No one had wanted to think about what had gone on in the basement in the far past, but when Don lived there, it had been a place for more intimate parties and storage.

As Don walked around the back of his car and headed toward the rear porch, a very muscular man, head shaved and in his early twenties bounded down the steps heading directly toward Don.  He looked like he had jumped off the cover of a romance novel.  He extended his right hand and said to Don as he glanced at the Mustang, “Hey, nice ride, dude!  Can I help you?”

Don attempted to return the handshake but soon realized the student was either not a modern Phi Psi Kappa fraternity brother who knew the same secret handshake Don knew or the student was not expecting Don to be one.  Fumbling briefly as he withdrew his right hand, Don answered. “Yes you can.  I’m Don Williams.  I have a meeting with Jennifer Kist here today. Your name is?”

“Josh, Josh Miller.  Jennifer Kist?  I don’t think I know her.  Does she date one of my brothers?”

Don realized his added knowledge would not make Josh any better informed as Jennifer had specifically instructed him to not go into details about Brendan, his will or any plans, not that he knew anything anyway. “No, I doubt it.  She’s an attorney.  She asked me to meet her here at 2 p.m. today.”

Josh studied Don from head to foot and glanced again at the Mustang in an effort to unravel the mystery a little.  Finally, he commented.  “Attorney?  Interesting.  Is anyone else coming?”

Don smiled and shrugged.  “I don’t know.”

They both turned to look as a black Mercedes E350 sedan flowed around the corner of the house and headed toward the backyard parking lot. The raven-haired driver carefully maneuvered the car around the pot holes and away from other cars and shut it off.  The driver’s door opened and two long shapely legs exited and planted their expensive 4” heels on the ground.  A tall thirty-something woman stood.  Her clothes and the confidence she exuded perfectly matched the current model year $60,000 car.  She turned and walked directly toward Don.  With a smile, she extended her hand to him, “Mr. Williams, I’m Jennifer Kist.  Sorry I’m a few minutes late.”

Don nodded and was horrified to hear his voice crack as if he was back in college. “No worries.  I just got here, myself.  It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Turning to Josh, Jennifer extended her hand.  Her gaze swept his shoes, pants and broad shoulders before stopping at his eyes.  “And you are?”

Josh, cleared his throat, suddenly looking less cool than earlier when he had been dealing with Don.  “Josh Miller.  I am actually the President of the fraternity or what was the fraternity.” Josh glanced at the ground and shook his head. “I heard we’re losing our house.”

“That sucks,” Don added.  “Brendan did a lot for hundreds of guys.  He was a pain in the ass twice a quarter, but overall, he was very generous.”

Jennifer asked, “Josh, is there a place where we can get some privacy?  I’m expecting a few more people, and I have some things to go over with them.”

Josh motioned toward the coach house.  “Sure, upstairs in the coach house on the right is a large meeting room.  No one should bother you there.  Most of the guys are on campus right now.”

“Thanks Josh.”  Jennifer smiled and walked toward the coach house door that opened to the staircase to the second floor.  About fifteen feet across the uneven, partly graveled parking lot she glanced back and called back to Josh, “If anyone is looking for Jennifer Kist or maybe asking for Brendan Harrigan’s attorney, send them upstairs, would you please?”  Don followed her, leaving Josh standing alone and confused in the parking lot.

From the outside, the coach house appeared to have undergone more renovations than the exterior of the fraternity house itself.  Don pulled open the door and allowed Jennifer to enter the building and climb the single set of narrow wooden stairs.  A wave of aroma from years of beer-soaked boards flowed down the stairs and hit them as they entered the building.  As Don walked up the fifteen steps, he automatically counted them.  The exact number had been a pledge test on oddities and trivia about the fraternity property.  He also recalled the number of windows in the house, the steps leading to the front porch and how many trees were in the backyard.  All critical knowledge needed to be recalled at times of duress like hell week and was, even after all this time, still stuck in his memory.

The stairs entered the second level through the center of the floor.  The old basketball half court remained on the left side and the right side had been carpeted since he had been here forty years earlier.  There were folding tables arranged in a giant rectangle shape for meetings.  The far wall was covered floor to ceiling with the signatures of all the seniors who had ever graduated Kent State as a Phi Psi brother.  Jennifer and Don gravitated toward it, drawn by all the voices from the past.

Together, they stared at the signatures written with scores of ball point pens, felt tip markers, colored pencil and even quill pens that had been the weapon of choice by those who had graduated from the very demanding architecture school.

“What’s this all about?” she asked as she walked along the wall.

“It was a tradition that all seniors had to come up here on graduation day and sign the wall.  As you could guess, there are hundreds more now than when I left.”

Don slowly shuffled his way along the wall, carefully touching the inked signatures with his fingertips.

“You’re looking at those names like you’re at the Vietnam memorial in DC.”

Don turned to Jennifer and blinked against the tears that welled up in his eyes. “You really get to know someone when you go through college, growing up with them.  Being with them as they met and lost girlfriends, pass and fail classes and especially the hell we all went through our senior year.  They were always there for me.  But we’ve lost touch.”

“Did Mr. Harrigan sign it?” she asked.

“Sure.  He’s way over to the left and toward the top,” Don said as he pointed her in that direction.  “He was in one of the first classes to live in this house.  I guess he bought it after he graduated and got rich.”

“Whose is this?”  Jennifer pointed to a mostly illegible autograph that included a rough drawing of the iconic Playboy bunny logo.  “What’s with the rabbit?”

“That was Cliff Baker.  His nickname was Hef.”

“Ahh, I see.  After Hugh Hefner, right?”

“Yeah.  Cliff used to be a photographer.”

One perfectly waxed eyebrow arched with the unasked question that would naturally follow such a confession.

“They were art shots,” he defended his brother without apology.  “Remember, it was the Sixties.  It was all about freedom and beauty and love.”

“Where’s yours?”

Don pointed to a spot about five feet off the floor and left of the window overlooking the parking lot.  “Right there.”

“The one with the little rocket?”

“Yeah, that’s it.”  He smiled at the memory that invoked.  He hadn’t thought about that in years.

“You’re living in Texas now, aren’t you?”

“Yes, for the last few years.  My wife grew up in Austin.  She had to stay behind with our daughter who’s expecting our first grandchild any minute.”

“That must be nice.”  Jennifer glanced at her watch, clearly moving her focus back to the meeting.  “Do you know who is planning on making it?”

Don shook his head and shrugged. “I have no idea.  I never even heard who was invited.”

Jennifer walked over to the meeting tables, and laid her briefcase on one of them.  “I didn’t send you the list?  My assistant must have forgotten to put that into your package,” she told him as she shuffled through her briefcase.

“I guess we’ll both know soon enough,” Don commented.

“I left my phone in the car.  I’m going to run down and call the office and make sure the food I arranged for is on the way,” she told him.  “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

Don turned back to the wall.  He moved slowly, looking for familiar names and stopping to touch the inked signatures with his fingertips.  With each one he recognized, he’d stop, smile and sometimes nod as he recalled his experiences with every brother whose name he found.

Larry Reed with a small baseball drawn over his name.  Stanley Freeman.  Jeff Tallmadge accented by the faces of comedy and tragedy.  Frank Pucci.  Ted McCoy.  Barry Smith next to a drawing of two sticks that no one but the class of 1970 would understand.  Ira Schwartz.  Rick Rogers.  Alfonso Garcia and a paw print of a monkey with the name Carlos, inked above it.  Someone, probably Jeff, must have added the tiny paw print after Alfonso signed because Alfonso and the monkey’s hatred for each other had been legendary.  There was Kevin Nash and Mike Anderson with an airplane drawn near his name.

Those guys had been his best friends, and yet he hadn’t heard from any of them for years, not since the day they closed the campus.  He was overcome with all the memories that flooded back.  It was as fresh as if it was.

Suddenly he heard the sound of a basketball bouncing, then something hit him in the back of his knees so hard his legs almost buckled.

“Hey,” Don yelled as he whirled around to see who else was there.  “Watch what you’re doing.”  He hadn’t heard anyone come up the stairs.

From the dimly lit basketball court about fifty feet away he heard someone yell “Come on, Don!  A little help here.  We want to finish our game before registration.”
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“It’s Your Thing” – The Isley Brothers

Kent State University – September, 1969

“Ball, Don! You’re holding us up.”

Don picked up the ball and dribbled forward and made a shot.  The ball swooshed through the bare hoop and his team cheered.  The ball hit a warped board on the old wooden floor and rolled toward the tables on the other end of the room.

“Hey, Hef, throw it back.”

Cliff Baker looked down at the basketball and reluctantly picked it up.  Not being coordinated enough to dribble and walk at the same time, he tossed the ball toward the group of young men waiting on the basketball court.  It took an errant bounce, then shot out the open window.

All the guys who had been playing basketball rushed to the window and peered out.  “Shit!” Frank Pucci grumbled.  “Bet you couldn’t do that again.”

Cliff didn’t doubt that.  He had enough trouble getting it through the hoop.  Bouncing it out the window was a feat he could never replicate.

Frank, at five foot eight inches tall, shouldn’t have been much competition on a basketball court either.  But growing up in a large, male-dominated Italian family had made him a force to be reckoned with.  He tried harder, played longer and yelled louder than anyone else.  “Hey Stan,” he shouted out the window. “Can you toss the ball back up here?”

Stanley Freeman, an English major and self-acclaimed book nerd looked up at Frank and then across the potholes that were several feet wide to where the basketball was lying in the middle of the deepest one.  He knew he didn’t have the strength or accuracy to throw the ball back through the window.  Nor was he inclined to walk through the puddle to retrieve it.

“I’m on my way to the Hill,” Stan called back.  Everyone called the campus the Hill because the first dozen or so buildings built since the early part of the twentieth century were on a higher piece of ground compared to the rest of the town of Kent.

“Just throw me the ball,” Frank persisted.

Stan sighed and carefully inched his way between the small lakes to get the ball.  He turned and yelled up, “I’ll toss it up the stairs.”

Frank waited at the top of the stairs, and it wasn’t until the third throw that the muddy ball made it all the way to the second floor. “Thanks Stan.”

“We need another load of gravel dumped back here.  It’s a mess.”  Stan waved to Frank and then got into his car and left.

“Come on Frank, Let’s go.  It’s your out,” Fred called.

Nothing defined lake effect like the weather at Kent State, located about 30 miles south of the city of Cleveland which was on the south shore of Lake Erie.  A typical fall northeastern Ohio day could be hot, cold, sunny, rainy, snowy or even pelted with hail. Today rain poured down from the heavy, dark gray sky where clouds bumped against other clouds, rolling around in different directions.  After a few minutes the rains always created a large muddy mess in the parking lot between the Phi Psi Kappa coach house and the main fraternity house.  There was never enough gravel to avoid walking through mud.

The basketball game continued and the noise could be heard well out into the yard.  Men’s voices combined with an occasional female scream and a variety of profanity rolled through the open windows.  The north end windows had been broken out by any number of games or other events over the years.  The south end windows remained intact as that was the party room and where weekly chapter meetings were held.  The volume of the meetings often exceeded that of any basketball game.  On more than one occasion the Kent city police had walked up the stairs on a Monday night to quiet the lively discourse. That was also the area used by the brothers who needed table space for large projects ranging from architecture to aerospace to photography.

Cliff was taking advantage of the space now as he worked on his final junior class project of a photo layout, trying to ignore the noise and the girlfriends, pin mates and fiancées of his brothers who wandered over after dropping out of the game.  The girls rarely lasted long in the games because the guys played for blood, and it took only a broken fingernail or a knock to the floor to discourage all but the most determined young woman.  Besides, the girls found Cliff’s photos more interesting.

The basketball again bounced his way and rolled under the table on which he had carefully placed his photos.

“Throw it back!”  The plea came across the floor from one of the players.  “And keep it in the building.”

Cliff yelled back, “This is my last time guys. I have to get this done today.  Its 40% of last spring’s course grade that I got an incomplete on.”  Cliff picked up the ball and quickly carried it over to the other side and tossed it back yelling “I’m not officially a senior until I get it turned in. And they’re going to draft my ass if I don’t get a passing grade this week.”  He knew journalism wasn’t exactly one of the anointed protected degrees and career choices like teaching and engineering, so keeping his class credits above minimum was critical.

Soon the yelling, dribbling and clapping died down and the players ran down the steps.  First out the door to run through the rain and mud to the rear porch was Ted McCoy, a tall muscular blond-haired man with a very bloody nose. “I think you broke my fucking nose, Pucci,” he yelled.  “My dad’s law firm is taking pictures next weekend.  He’s going to kill me.”

“Pictures?”  Frank couldn’t imagine such a stupid reason to be concerned.  He still had the remnants of a black eye he had gotten when his brother had cold cocked him last week.  He kept pace with Ted as they walked briskly across the parking lot in the cold rain.

“Senior year all the partner’s sons who are graduating get their picture taken for the wall of shame,” Ted answered somewhat unenthusiastically.

Frank had to ask, “What happens if you don’t get your law degree?  Hell, Kent doesn’t even offer a law school.”

They reached the dryness of the back porch where they paused for a moment to drain off before entering the kitchen.

“Haven’t you heard?  I’m the fifth generation and my father is the senior partner.  He’s still pissed I didn’t go to Penn State on a football scholarship. I don’t have a choice but to become a lawyer and join his firm.”

Frank considered Ted’s plight for a moment. He always thought Ted was an interesting study in 1960s’ materialism.  Locked into his parents’ view of his future to join the family law practice, Ted also had what was one the prettiest girlfriends back home in Pittsburg.  Country club-raised, Elaine was, unfortunately, only sixteen.  But she had the blessings of both sets of parents who were determined to co-mingle their families.  So Ted was forced to miss college social life by driving home almost every weekend and all holidays.

Next to cross the growing mud lake was Ben Martin and Fred Thomas.  They bolted up the steps and stopped next to Frank and Ted who was still trying to staunch the flow of blood from his nose.

Fred studied Ted and chuckled.  “Now your nose looks sort of like mine.”  Fred knew he wasn’t a pretty boy, but it hadn’t affected his self-confidence.  Back home in Aurora, he had had the distinction of being both smart and popular.

“Not funny,” Ted muttered.  “I’m going to go to Pill Hill and get this looked at.”  Pill Hill being the on-campus infirmary, it was the place to go for free medical help.

“You’ll probably catch a terminal disease in there,” Frank quipped.  “Last quarter Pill Hill was under investigation by the health department.”

Kevin Nash and his girlfriend Donna sloshed up onto the porch as the rain had grown even heavier.  “Christ Ted, what the hell happened to you face?”  Kevin wrinkled his nose and stepped back as if Ted’s sudden ugliness was contagious.

“Kevin, why don’t you re-break Ted’s nose and get it straightened up?” Frank suggested.

“Kevin?” scoffed Ted.

“Why not?  He’s studying to be a chiropractor.  What difference does it make?  How different could it be?  Adjust a back, a shoulder . . . a nose?”  It made perfect sense to Frank.

“I wouldn’t do that no matter how polluted I was,” insisted Ted.  “Anyone raiding the house refrigerator has seen what Kevin does to his lab partners.”

“You’re just jealous because I get to cut things up,” answered Kevin. “And besides, I flunked out of cat anatomy, so I have to retake it this year.  Plus I get to tear apart a rat next quarter.”

Frank moved his hands to sweep across the sky as if reading a newspaper headline. “Dr. Kevin Nash leads the way in the development of a rat chiropractor program at Kent State.  Rats with back problems all over the world are rejoicing.  Members of The Weathermen rush to protest this new breakthrough discovery.”

Everyone laughed except Ted who was still pinching his nose to stop the blood.  The comment was even funnier because The Weathermen were a small group of leftist college student radicals that had gained a foothold on the Kent Campus known for their daily protests about any and everything, but particularly the Vietnam War.

“I’ll drive you there,” Donna volunteered.  “I’ve got to go anyway.  I’ve got a volleyball game tonight.”  She turned to Kevin.  “You coming?”

Kevin shook his head.  “Nah, I’m staying in tonight.”

Donna didn’t try to hide her look of disappointment.  She was majoring in physical education and was a good match for Kevin except that Kevin had fallen two years behind in his classes.  This and other evidences of what she perceived was his lack of initiative had, over the two years of their on-again/off-again relationship been the source of several of Donna’s attempts to break up.  She felt that Kevin never treated her like he loved her except when he was lonely.  And he was so moody.  His emotions spiked up or plummeted, depending on how things went at the house or at home or the weather or the way his hair looked or a hundred other variables.  But whenever they broke up, he had always managed to talk her into coming back to him.

Don was one of the last out of the coach house along with Sam Douglas and Susie Parks, Barry Smith and his girlfriend, Carolyn, and Mike Anderson.  Their trip across the thirty yards from coach house was less hurried as the downpour had slowed to a drizzle.

“It’s good to have you playing ball again with us, Sam,” Don said.

“I figured Mom was out at one of her afternoon teas, so the coast was clear.”

Everyone still remembered Sam’s run-in with the house mother, Mabel Brown two years earlier.

The third floor, at the time, had been used as one large dorm room.  It wasn’t heated and the practice had been to use electric blankets.  When the electric blankets had become worn, electric sparks could be seen flashing in the dark of night whenever the bed’s occupant would roll over.  That one quarter saw more sparks coming from Sam’s bed than a small town Fourth of July fireworks show.

None of the brothers really minded that Susie had sneaked in and slept in that third floor dorm room with Sam . . . and twenty five other men.  It was only for one cold winter quarter when she had lost her lease for making too much noise.  But when Mom found out, all hell broke loose.

There was a long list of behaviors that violated the house, college and fraternity rules.  Alcohol and girls sleeping over were the most frequently challenged, but seldom broken.  And while Mom never shared the information, she had never quite forgiven Sam for the position he had put her in.

“Yeah Mom is really big on the answers to her questions being truthful more than the acts themselves,” Frank said and everyone nodded in agreement.

Sam knew he should have owned up to it as soon as she found out.  The consequences were that he was now sharing a trailer in a lot across from the campus with Susie.  He was missed at the house, but their trailer had become the location of some wild parties and as a hang-out spot between classes.

The last couple to arrive, Barry and Carolyn, was sort of the accidental couple of the fraternity.  She was considerably taller than Barry and inch-for-inch more serious. If there was a negative point of view, Carolyn had it and could bring any party to a screeching halt.  Barry, on the other hand, was the life of the party and would grab his guitar and lead a sing along or parody of a popular tune that he made up as he went along.  From week to week no one knew if they were still together or not, and with Barry sharing a room with Kevin, few guys hung out there if they didn’t have to.  Since neither of them had anything positive to say about the females in their lives, it was pretty painful to listen to them bitch and moan.

Frank stomped the excess water off his shoes.  “We’re going to be late to our registration.”  That reminder sent most of the brothers charging into the house through the kitchen door while Sam and Susie headed toward Sam’s VW bus.

“Come on Ted,” Donna said.

“Can you drop me off on campus?” Carolyn asked.  “I don’t want to wait for Barry.”

Donna agreed and they all ran through the increased downpour to Donna’s Dodge Dart.
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The traffic on Main Street heading east toward the campus was unusually heavy as hundreds of students were still moving into both the on-campus and off-campus housing.  Donna kept adjusting the mirrors as they left the house.  Kevin had borrowed her car that morning, and he had reset them all to fit him.  The drive that should have taken fifteen minutes took closer to thirty minutes.  The criminal justice and law enforcement majors standing at each intersection, stopping every car and giving directions wasn’t that helpful if you already knew where you were going.

“So how are things with Kevin?  Carolyn asked as she glanced over at Donna.  The two girls seemed to have forgotten Ted was in the back seat.

“Fine.  Why do you ask?”

“No reason really.”

Donna slowly crept along the street.

“I was surprised to hear Kevin has to do his cat anatomy class over again,” Carolyn continued.  “Didn’t he have a tough time with it last spring?”

“No shit, he did.  And to make it worse, the head of the biology department is teaching it this quarter.”

“Weren’t you ready to break up with him last spring?  Over his grades or his classes?”

Donna thought for a minute and readjusted the mirror on the windshield.  “I wish he would get out of my blind spot.”  Donna hit the brakes and then resumed speed as the car on her right passed.  “Ready?  I did break it off.  We didn’t see each other over the summer except once.”

“Why did you go back?”

“Kevin has a way of whining and hanging around and it just . . . well, wore me down I guess.  Why do you ask?  Do you want to take him off my hands?” she smiled and glanced over half seeking a reaction.

“Hey, I’m back here.  I probably shouldn’t be hearing this,” Ted spoke from the back seat.

The girls continued as if they hadn’t heard him.

“God knows I have enough trouble with Barry,” Carolyn complained.

“Every time I go through this, and it happens too often, I'm torn between wanting him back and kicking him in the balls.  How are you and Barry doing now that you’re back from summer break?” Donna asked.

Carolyn turned toward Donna as if to reinforce the seriousness of what she was going to say.  “I don't get how people wake up one day and all their feelings for someone are suddenly gone.”

“With Barry?”

“Still back here,” Ted called more loudly.

Donna gave him a dismissive wave, then said to Carolyn.  “Yes, I do.  Do you ever have that awkward realization that you have nothing in common with the person you sometimes love and sometimes hate?”

“Fuck!” Carolyn yelled and pounded her fist on her knee.

“What happened?”

“I think that you and I are in the same spot but for different reasons.  I can’t get a serious minute out of Barry.  When we’re talking and his guitar is there, he picks it up and starts singing...”

“...and badly too”, Donna offers.

“Very badly.  He just doesn’t take life or us . . . or me seriously.  How do you deal with Kevin putting off his classes and taking five years to graduate?  What are you going to do when they draft him because he hasn’t earned his degree after all this time?”

“He’ll start his 6th year in January.  I think he has become a professional student.”  Donna shrugged.  “I don’t know about him, but I’m graduating in the spring, and then I’m moving on . . . with or without him.”

“This Vietnam thing worries me.  Three years of investing myself with Barry, and I may have nothing to show for it,” Carolyn lamented as she stared out the window at the students and parents carrying boxes and suitcases and pulling luggage carts into the dorms.

“Look, just drop me off here,” Ted interrupted, almost frantic to escape the car and the conversation.  “I’ll walk the rest of the way.”

“Sit tight.  We’re almost there.”

Donna’s Dart finally pulled onto the campus and headed to Pill Hill.  Ted gratefully fled into the infirmary, and Donna continued the two blocks to Prentice Hall.

Prentice Hall was one of many women’s dorms on campus.  It wasn’t one of the older dorms, nor was it new, and there were only two girls to a room.  The baby boomers had put a definite crimp on the campus facility planning process.  The only closer women’s dorm to where most of Donna’s physical education classes were held used to be a men’s dorm.  It was nearly forty years older and lacked a lot of the creature comforts like enough showers needed for that many girls to wash their hair on a Friday or Saturday night, the peak days of female fix-up.  To compensate for the lack of full showers, the University took the time and expense to install hand sprayers on top of the old urinals in the bathrooms on every floor.  Donna had spent her first two years in that dorm, but this year she had been able to get into the much preferred Prentice Hall.

“This is where I stop,” Donna said as she looked solemnly at Carolyn.  “I don’t have the answers . . . wish I did.  Barry’s a decent guy, but then I used to think that about Kevin, too.  Listen, you got my number if you need to talk.”

Carolyn leaned over and hugged Donna tightly. “I’ll tell you this much, the next time I follow my heart, I’m taking my brain with me.”  Her eyes welled with tears as she reached over and opened the door to leave.
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Chapter Two
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“Dizzy” – Tommy Roe

Most of the brothers had, over the years, spent their in-between class time at the on-campus Hub.  Mike Anderson rarely did because he thought it was over-crowded.  He and several others would commandeer a booth at The Black Squirrel Grill located just west of the campus on the north side of Main Street, just a ten minute walk from the center of the campus.  As it was in the direction of the fraternity house, The Squirrel, as it was familiarly called, also was a convenient stopover on the way from or to home for professionally prepared food at a reasonable price.  And while it focused on breakfast fare, there was a fair selection of sandwiches and full meals available to choose from toward the back of the menu.  On the other hand, breakfast to the hard studying and partying college crowd was anytime between sunrise to well after midnight.

Other than the convenience, the food and the reasonable prices, since last spring Mike had had his own motivation for his affinity for The Squirrel.  Of course, to anyone who knew him, the reason was crystal clear.

Barbara was two years younger than Mike and lived about five blocks northwest of The Black Squirrel Grill in an older residential area of the college town.  She was slight of build with long dark brown hair and bright blue eyes.  She was pretty in an all-American kind of way and had an excellent work ethic as she was the best waitress, by far, at the busy restaurant.  Mike had never had a steady girlfriend.  Not even once had he shown up at a social event with a date.  He had always been too busy with his classes and taking flying lessons.  All of his extra money had gone toward his goal of becoming a pilot and getting his aerospace degree.

Until Barbara caught his eye in the beginning of the spring 1969 quarter.

He had found himself watching her more and studying less when he hung out at The Squirrel.  He finally worked up his nerve to ask her out and had been practicing his speech.  Mike was an excellent student, skilled pilot and good friend to his brothers.  But his experience simply didn’t include dating.  But as he sat in his usual booth in the corner, he was determined to close the deal before he left for his 9 a.m. class with Dr. Rostenbach on aircraft structures.

“Thank you professor, see you next week.”  Mike could hear Barbara address her customer in the booth behind him.  She would be stopping at his booth next.  His palms started to sweat.  He hoped his terror wasn’t written on his face.

“Morning Mike,” Barbara said with a genuine smile. “I was hoping you’d come by today.  I missed you last Friday and thought I wouldn’t see you again before you went home next weekend.”

Her smile gave him the fuel he needed to go forward.

“I wanted to talk to you about that.  Can you sit for a minute?”

“Sure.”  Barbara slid into the booth on the side opposite Mike.  “What’s on your mind?”

“I’ve been wanting to ask you if you’d like to go out to dinner with me.”  It all came out in a rush, not exactly like he’d planned, but at least he’d done it.  “I know you said your father wasn’t too cool with you dating college men, but I am a senior.  I didn’t want to make you think I do this all the time.  I mean . . . I don’t date all that much”

Barbara silenced him with an understanding smile.  “We’ve known each other since spring quarter, and you’ve never asked me out until today.  I think that’s being cautious enough.”

Mike breathed a sigh of relief.  “I was thinking about dinner at the Kent Motor Inn.  Mom eats there all the time.”

“When?”

“I have to go home this weekend but how about the following Friday night?”

“It’s a date,” Barbara answered immediately.

“And your dad?  What will he?”

“I’ll take care of him.  You can come in and meet him before we leave for dinner.”

At that point Mike glanced toward the door as Frank walked in.  Barbara looked around and then slid over to leave the booth.

“I’ll get your food.  Do you want your regular?”  He nodded and she wrote down his order.  Before walking away, she gave him another dazzling smile.  “I can’t wait.”

Mike, too, was smiling broadly because the first thing Frank asked as he replaced Barbara in the booth was, “Why the big smile?”
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Chapter Three
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“I Got You Babe” – Sonny & Cher

The Student Union, more familiarly called the Hub was centrally located in the older part of the campus.  It was a single-story brick building covered with vines and surrounded by trees.  It was a place to meet when your next class wasn’t on the other side of campus or you didn’t have to go home.  It was affordable compared to off-campus even if it offered a limited menu of fast food, soft drinks and coffee.  The food wasn’t anything special, but the place was operated by the fine folks that brought every dorm rat their twenty meals every week, so it was nutritious and had generous portions.  For some, it was even a place to bring a date on a weekend night after the free flicks at Bowman Hall a couple of blocks away.

Kent was widely known as a suitcase college which meant that most of the students returned to their parents’ home each weekend.  During the week, the Hub provided them with a warm, dry place to sit and read or to hang out with friends between classes.  The university-run bookstore was on the lower level which made it even more convenient to drop in to pick something up before or after class.  There weren’t a lot of options for books and supplies.  The campus bookstore and its off-campus private enterprise rival, Dubois, were the book cartels of the first order.

Suffice it to say, it was hard to find a seat most days from late morning through early evening.  As with most fraternities, it took only one brother to capture a booth by 10 a.m. and like a well-rehearsed Olympic relay race, the six-man booth became a pay-as-you-go oasis for twenty to thirty brothers and their girlfriends for the entire day.  Many a class registration issue, professor background check, girl problem and even date planning campaigns to avoid no date at all, were resolved in the booths at the Hub.

It was mid-afternoon when Frank and his current girlfriend, Darlene, walked into the Hub and quickly saw the booth that was the current day’s claim.  Gary Summers was already there, holding down the space next to the juke box that had a lot of bass and amazingly good sound.  Speakers mounted all around the room were always playing current music.  This day, the catchy lyrics “In the year 2525 if man is still alive . . .” filled the air as Frank slid into the booth next to Gary.

Frank was way short of six foot tall and thin with typical Italian coloring.  Swarthy skin, black hair and dark brown eyes attracted women like flies.  Not only was he handsome, but his parents owned a major wholesale fruit and vegetable distributing company in the area and Frank always came to school every September with a brand new Mustang convertible.  Right now he was really stoked on Darlene who was also Italian, Catholic, thin and had a body that wouldn’t quit.  Everyone, even Frank, agreed she was a little quicker mentally than he was.  He found her funny, even challenging.

Gary, who didn’t have the looks and humor Frank had, made up for it with his balls.  If anyone ever believed the worse a girl could say was “no”, believed it to his very core, it was Gary.  After three years of jumping from girl to girl, Gary was sitting there with Mary Johnson, the same girl he had been with since last spring.  Surely, this was some kind of miracle because Gary could never hold on to anyone for more than a weekend.

Frank waited for Darlene to sit across from Gary and then slid in beside her. “Who the hell is that next to you?” he asked, looking at Gary.

Before Gary could speak, Mary glared at Frank. “I know what you’re thinking, but this man has changed.  Today is our six month anniversary.”

“Congratulations,” Darlene said warmly.  “Frank and I are one year this homecoming.” She slid closer to Frank.

“I think we lost control, man,” Frank stated flatly.  “Hey, can you find me a girl?”

“What?”  Darlene slapped Frank’s shoulder.

He draped his arm around her shoulder and gave her a little hug.  “Not for me.  I’ve got you, babe.  It’s for a guy I’m trying to get to pledge this quarter, and I told him we could fix him up for the welcome back party next weekend.”

“Anything special?” Gary asks.

Looking at Mary, Frank answered, “Not as pretty as Mary.  I don’t want you to be tempted.”

Just then Ben Martin, the newly re-elected chapter president walked in, slammed his books on the table and plopped down next to Mary in the booth.

“What’s your problem, Bozo?” asked Frank.

Ben frowned.  He wasn’t particularly fond of his nickname, but once someone had been christened, for whatever reason, with a nickname, it stuck at least throughout his college years.  Bozo was his, primarily because he was an elementary education major and the general consensus was that even a clown could teach that level.  But it was also because his nose always turned bright red whenever he had even one beer or shot.

“I got screwed in registration today.  Three hours in line for one class, and I got Dr. McCarthy, the department head, for my student teaching.  I’m going to need drugs to get through this.  He expects written lesson plans for every class every day and submitted the prior week.  I didn’t do this fucking El-Ed shit to work my ass off for those brats,” Ben ranted.  “There is no way he’ll agree with my personal philosophy how kids have to be educated which is to let them to educate themselves.  I’m an only child and look how smart I am.”

They had heard his weird educational philosophy many times before, so everyone just rolled their eyes and shook their heads except for one.

“That’s awful!” Darlene exclaimed.  “In just a few more months, you’re going to be out there, standing in front of a whole roomful of children and telling them to just do their own thing?”

Ben just shrugged.  “They’ll be fine.  Right now, I’ve got to suffer through Dr. McCarthy.”

Gary chimed in with his own war story.  “You think that’s bad?  I have one more elective, and all I could get after six hours of standing on the hard floor of Wills Gym, was Accounting 101.  That’s one of the seven major flunk-out classes . . . and the guy teaching it died a year ago.”

“A year ago?  Isn’t that a little harsh?” Frank scoffed.  “Maybe he’s a better bean counter than a speaker, but he couldn’t be that bad.”

“No, he’s really dead.  Gone.  Six feet under,” Gary explained.  “But, apparently, he took forever to die, so they filmed him giving his classes and sent in a teaching assistant to answer any questions.  Two hundred kids, one class, one dead professor.”

“Yeah, if you didn’t want to do any work at all, you should have majored in mass communications like Frank here,” Bozo pointed out. “He has no preparation to do, most of what they accomplish isn’t written down, and all they have to do is be funny for a few minutes when it’s their time to talk.  Right, Frank?”

“Nothing wrong with that,” Frank said without an ounce of remorse.  “I want to be known as a humorist, like Will Rogers. Someone who actually feels bad about something, but makes everyone else feel good when he talks about it.”

“I think something is terribly wrong here.”  Gary rolled his eyes.  “I’m starting to understand Frank.”

Mary looked confused.  “You can explain it to me after he leaves. I don’t want to Goldie Hawn this thing.”

“Goldie Hawn it?” Frank asked.

“You know, on Rowan and Martin’s Laugh-In, where in the party skit Goldie would break out into high-pitched giggles seconds after a joke because she didn’t get it until way after everyone else,” Mary explained.

Frank shook his head. “Say good night, Goldie.”

Bozo went on with his rant.  “And to make things worse, the officers have a meeting with Brendan tonight.  He wants to see our written plan on how we’re going to make sure he gets paid for the house every month.”

“Maybe Gary can help now that he was lucky enough to get into that accounting class,” Frank teased.

Ben stared out over his glasses at Gary hopefully.  “This principle, interest, late fees, budgeting stuff is Greek to me.  Maybe you could help.  You’re a marketing major and.”

“Did I mention that my accounting professor was dead?” Gary reminded him.

“Just tell Brendan he’ll get the money when we have it,” Frank stated.

“Yeah, we’ll get your dad’s mafia to come down on his ass,” Gary agreed.

“Hey, I’m starving.”  Frank quickly changed the subject and looked at Darlene.  “Let’s get a burger, babe.  Anyone want anything?”

Seeing no one else had stopped their conversations, Frank and Darlene left to join the food line.

Ted McCoy, a running back for the Kent State Golden Flashes football team entered the Hub, spotted the group, walked over and sat down across from Ben.  “How’s everyone’s registration going?  I got all my poly-sci courses.”

“Ted, we’ve got to get back to the house to get ready for Brendan.  Tonight’s the welcome-back-to-school meeting,” Ben said with growing anxiety.

“What do you mean get ready?  All you have to do is talk. That worked for you last year and for every president before you,” Ted stated with authority.

“He wants an income statement and a balance sheet.”  Ben pushed back from the table.  “We don’t have those.  We don’t even have anyone who knows how to do one of those.  Hell, we still haven’t figured out if everyone paid their dues last year, have we?”

Ted, who had gotten elected chapter treasurer two years in a row based solely on his size and popularity, shook his head.  As if in sync, the jukebox started to play Suspicious Minds.  “Brothers, I’m a pre-law jock.  I don’t do math.”

Frank and Darlene returned to the booth with their food, and everyone shifted down to accommodate them.  There was immediately a half dozen hands reaching for the French fries which Frank tried to defend.

“While you guys deal with high finance, I’ve still got to find a date for Frank’s rush candidate.  Hey, who are those girls?”  Gary motioned for Mary to slide out.  He quickly crossed the room and approached a group of unattached females.  Every now and then he would point toward Frank and the girls would glance over and flash flirtatious smiles.  That didn’t make Darlene very happy, but Frank quickly assured her it was just Gary’s way of helping.

About five minutes later Gary returned with a cute girl who was a little over five feet tall, with short brown hair that was cut in a popular smooth bob that was longer in the front, framing her oval face.  “Brenda, this is Frank, who has the friend needing a date, his girl Darlene, Mary, my girl, and Bozo, no girl.  Everyone, this is Brenda Sovino.”

Frank stood up and motioned for Brenda to sit down.

“Well, we need to go get Mike and Stan and get back to the house.”  Ben rose to leave.  “Anyone know where they are?”
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Chapter Four
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“Mighty Quinn” - Manfred Mann

The house mother’s room was located off the kitchen and at the bottom of the rear stairway in the house.  She had a closet, a private bathroom and a large bedroom/living room combination.  Mabel Brown had occupied that room for as long as any of the brothers remembered.  She knew the University rules backward and forward and enforced them rigidly, but fairly.  But she loved her boys and took good care of them.

The rear door swung open as Bozo led Stan, Ted and Mike into the kitchen at the rear of the house.  Mom greeted them with an admonishment to wipe their feet, then said, “Mr. Harrigan called and said he’d be a couple of minutes early and will see you at 6:30 p.m.”

“Great.”  Bozo was clearly still worried and mumbled, “We’re not ready for him. You’re just full of good news, Mom.  Maybe you have a couple hundred dollars to spare.”

“It’s my job to pass on news, both good and bad.  But you know that I don’t loan out money.”  She wiped her hands on her apron.  “You guys will do fine.  I have faith in you.”

Ben, Ted, Mike and Stan went upstairs to Bozo’s room where they could work out a plan in quiet.

They sat in four non-matching chairs and spread the records out in front of them.  Stan shared Ben’s terror at spending hours with Brendan Harrigan, talking
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