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Where was I when the world rolled off its
axis and splashed into the universal potty? On my hands and knees
behind a refrigeration case at Merith's Sweets, a cute little shop
located at Fourth and Main, in the downtown area of Bangor,
Pennsylvania. And less than five feet away, her mouth slightly ajar
and her eyes agog beneath a cap of curly, red hair, the girl of my
dreams crouched behind the register counter,

"Keep still, Sammy," Merith whispered.

Candy shops are not my normal hangout. I
avoid them. They are dens of iniquity that cater to sugar-addicted
children and hopeful Romeos. I'm leery of both. I prefer the local
tavern where the beer arrives with a cap of white froth and a
basket of pretzels and the large screen television drowns out pick
up lines dating back to the Stone Age.

"Everything will be okay," she said.

Life has taught me bad things can happen
anytime, anyplace, to anyone, for no particular reason at all. I'm
a good example. I'm five feet tall, weigh one hundred and five
pounds and walk with a cane. My hair is the color of cornflakes.
I've got a wide forehead, squinty eyes, and a fat nose. Add a
crooked spine and extra fingers and toes, the classic symptoms of
kyphosis coupled with polydactylism, and you've got yourself a
recipe for a grim existence.

"Don't move," Merith said, above a thousand
droning wings.

Good advice. Tomorrow was Valentine's Day and
I had no intention of celebrating it from a hospital bed,
especially since I'd finally decided to buck tradition and not
spend it alone in my apartment. This year, I was going to be the
guy with a red heart tucked under my arm, a pink card in hand and a
look of terror shelved on my not-so-handsome face.

There was a chocolate smudge between my thumb
and index finger. I licked it off. I hadn't figured on a chocolate
being the last thing I ate on earth. But then, who wakes up
expecting the universe to lift its skirt and flash an entirely
different moon than the one you've been staring at for twenty-four
years? The irony is how quickly the universe can screw up your
life. One minute you're a stock boy limping your way from week to
week, the next, you're on your hands and knees behind a frigging
display case, pretending to be a foot stool.

How did it all start? The same way every
other day started, with a seven a.m. punch-in at Dale's Grocery
Store.

Although Valentine's Day turned out to be
sunny and unseasonably warm, three of the baggers didn't show up
and I spent the day hopping from register to register, packing
groceries for grouchy old ladies who glowered at the twelve dollar
flower bouquets next to the register as though mortally offended by
their presence. By five p.m., I was done with the "paper or
plastic?" routine. Tossing my apron into the bin in the stockroom,
I punched out, grabbed my stuff out of my locker, and cashed my
check at customer service. Twenty minutes later, breathless, the
muscles in my thighs tingling from the walk across town, I leaned
on my cane in front of Merith's Sweets Shop.

My heart twitched. In the front window, under
a sign that said 'Spells and Tells to Sweeten the Heart,' a
collection of Merith's homemade chocolates sat upon three antique
platters. A bottle of wine, two glasses and a lace-trimmed card had
been placed on the left hand side of the window, close to the
glass. 'Be Mine!' Merith had written in flowing script across the
front of the card.
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