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I was at the halfway point in law school as the spring semester of 1983 began. I was 

struggling, but I had already racked up a mountain of student loan debt, so there was no turning 

back. 

At Loyola School of Law in Chicago, I was in some large lecture-hall classes that 

reminded me of some of the classes I had taken at the University of Illinois.  

On a cold January morning, I shuffled into my seat in the third row of the amphitheater 

for the first day of Constitutional Law. I shed my winter jacket and took out my notebook.  I 

turned my head to stare at an attractive blonde walking down the stairs. 

“You’ve got no shot with her, sport,” I heard from a voice behind me. It was Madeline 

McInerney. Maddie, as we called her, was in my study group. She was a spirited young woman 

who delighted in giving me the business. She was cute and she always dressed well, but she was 

not someone I ever considered asking out on a date. 

“What makes you so sure?” I said. 

“Well, I know her and I know you and, believe me, you’ve got no shot with her. But you 

might have a shot with me,” she said. 

“What makes you think I want a shot with you?” I said. 

“A guy like you would be lucky to go out with someone like me.” 

“Oh, yeah. Prove it.” She had set the trap and I didn’t even know it. 



“Okay. I’ll tell you what. Take me out to dinner and I’ll prove it to you.” 

 

I wanted to take her to the same classy place at the corner of Michigan and Ohio where I 

had taken Christine years earlier. I got spooked, though, thinking about how that had turned out. 

Bad karma. I settled on a noisy restaurant in Greektown. After dinner, Maddie grilled me about 

how I found the place. 

“You couldn’t have picked out this restaurant by yourself, sport,” she said. 

“Why do you say that?” I said. 

“Because it was perfect. The food was excellent. The lamb was so tender it melted in my 

mouth. And I love this ambience: the families laughing and carrying on. The waitresses 

bantering with the customers. It’s one of those places you wouldn’t choose unless you knew 

something. Who told about it?” 

“Why do you assume I’m not capable of selecting a decent restaurant?” 

“Because I know you too well. It was Spiro, the guy in our Torts class. He told you about 

this place.” 

Actually it was Sandy Farber, but I enjoyed seeing Maddie struggle to find out who it 

was. 

“Wrong.”  

“It was that young woman who’s always in the library. She’s Greek, isn’t she? You know 

the one. I can’t pronounce her name.” 

“You want to know the truth? I picked it out of the phone book. You told me one time 

you liked Greek food.” 

“You’re full of shit, John.” 



 

We were walking to my car. I was giddy. I never expected to go out on a date with 

Maddie McInerney. I always thought she was out of my league. I was trying to figure out a way 

to prolong my date with Maddie when she spotted a bar with a neon Chicago Blackhawks logo in 

the window. It looked like a dive, with dusky windows and a worn, wooden façade with peeling 

paint. 

“Let’s go in here for a beer,” she said. I was thrilled. 

To the left was the bar. There were a string of lights slung above the shelves where the 

bottles were lined up, the owner’s idea of atmosphere. There was a TV mounted against the back 

wall. The Blackhawks game was on. There was a narrow passageway between the bar and a 

series of booths with bench seats and tables to the right. I sat on a bench seat about halfway 

down the bar. 

“Move over sport. I want to see the game,” she said, and I shifted over on the seat. 

“Oh good,” Maddie said. “They’re playing the Dead Wings. They’re the worst team in 

the NHL.”  

“Worse than the Blackhawks?” I said. 

“You don’t follow hockey, Sykowski, do you? The Blackhawks are rolling this year.” 

“I’m a basketball guy.” 

“I guess I can overlook that. Let’s get some beers,” she said, hopping up from the seat. I 

watched her walk to the bar. 

 Maddie was a puzzle to me and her choice of outfits reflected that. She wore a black 

mock turtle neck adorned with pearls and a pink argyle sweater, with blue jeans. She came from 

money. Her father was a prominent Chicago lawyer. Once, our study group went out to a 



restaurant. None of us had much money and each of us ordered the cheapest entrée on the menu. 

Maddie ordered a couple of bottles of expensive wine. I figured we were in for one hundred 

bucks each, minimum, but when the check came, she whipped out a credit card and paid the 

entire bill. 

Though her family was wealthy, Maddie never acted like she had money. She was one of 

the guys. 

She returned with two bottles of Old Style. “So do you normally hang out at places like 

this?” I said. 

“Only when I’m with you,” she said with a smile. “I find places like this have a certain, 

shall we say, authenticity.” 

“This place doesn’t have that Lake Forest sheen to it,” I said. 

“Hey, a girl from Lake Forest can go slumming. These old neighborhood bars—they’ve 

got character.” 

“And characters, too,” I said. “Old characters.” Looking around, I figured the average age 

of the dozen or so patrons sitting at the bar was about seventy. 

 

Maddie got up to use the ladies room and returned with five dollars worth of quarters. 

“Hey there’s the coolest jukebox in the corner. It’s loaded with records from the sixties. Let’s 

go,” she said, and she grabbed my hand. 

It was a Wurlitzer, not the vintage 1950s jukebox with the ornate arches and the stack of 

records that was visible through the glass. This one was the 1970s version with the glass-top and 

the songs displayed below with letters and numbers beside each one. 

“Ladies first,” I said. 



“Let’s see. So many choices,” she said. Maddie lifted her pearls with her left hand and 

began twirling them. 

“Okay. I’ve got it. Red Rubber Ball by the Cyrkle. My sister used to play the 45 over and 

over.” 

Maddie began singing the opening lines. She knew the song by heart. 

“Do you know the Cyrkle was the last band to ever open for The Beatles in concert?” I 

said. 

“Sykowski, you’re just a font of useless information.” I got most of my music 

information from Tony Vitello and his older brother, Joey, who was a Beatles fanatic. 

The song ended.”Your turn,” she said. I chose Sunny Afternoon, by the Kinks. 

Maddie scrunched her nose as she listened to the words of the song. “This is the national 

anthem for deadbeats,” she said.  

“You just don’t appreciate the brilliance of Ray Davies,” I said. 

“Telling tales of drunkenness and cruelty? Oh yeah, that’s brilliant.” 

When it was Maddie’s turn, she played Tell Her No, by the Zombies. 

“Me and my girlfriend Lisa used to count the times the lead singer says ‘no’ during the 

chorus. I think it’s twenty times,” she said. 

“You’d think the girl would take the hint.” 

“Sykowski, you don’t get the song. The singer’s a jilted lover and he’s warning her new 

lover about this girl. He’s trying to make it sound like this girl is bad news, but he’s doing it 

because he really wants her back.” 

“I guess I never paid much attention to the lyrics.” 



The song ended and it was my turn again. I had to make this a good one, or I’d never hear 

the end of it from Maddie. I took my time and studied my options.  

I picked Good Vibrations.  

“I guess you can’t really go wrong with The Beach Boys,” she said. 

When it was Maddie’s turn, she selected The Rain, the Park and Other Things, by the 

Cowsills. 

“The Cowsills? What, they didn’t have anything by The Partridge Family?” I said. 

“Sykowski, you’ve got no taste. This is only the greatest pop song of all time.” 

I belted out the chorus in a mock falsetto. 

“Oh God, please don’t sing,” she said. 

“I’ll get us some beers.” 

“Good idea.” 

We kept pumping quarters in the jukebox and buying beers for each other. By the time 

we were down to one quarter, it was nearly one o’clock in the morning and the bar had cleared 

out. 

“Last one, John. It’s your turn. Make it count.” 

 

I peered at the selections. Let’s see. Love Is All Around by The Troggs. Hot Fun In the 

Summertime by Sly and the Family Stones. Groovy Kind of Love by Wayne Fontana and the 

Mindbenders. Didn’t I (Blow Your Mind This Time) by The Delfonics. Venus by The Shocking 

Blue. Good songs all, but I needed something better. I had already blown through the Rolling 

Stones’ classics: Brown Sugar, Jumping Jack Flash, Satisfaction. Then I found it. Whiter Shade 



of Pale, by Procol Harum. I punched in the numbers and the church-like organ’s stately chords 

came out of the speakers. 

I studied Maddie’s face and her lips curled into a smile. “Good call, Sykowski,” she said. 

She turned to face me and she put her arms around my neck. She pressed her body against mine. 

“Let’s dance,” she whispered. 

There was no room to dance, so I rocked her back and forth. Maddie laid her head on my 

shoulder, her jet black hair nuzzling my neck. She said something softly in my ear, which I 

didn’t pick up. 

“Huh?” I said. 

“What is this song about?” she said. 

“I have no idea. It seems to be a string of unrelated verses. It’s an enigma.” 

“Like you, John.” 

“What do you mean, Maddie?” 

“I’ve known you for almost two years, John Sykowski, and I’ve never once seen you 

express your feelings.” She noticed the Sykowski curse. 

“That doesn’t mean I don’t have any.” 

“But you don’t show them.” 

“Nobody in my family ever did. It’s how I was raised,” I said. 

“That’s a copout, John.” 

Maddie was my closest friend in law school. She had helped me so many times when I 

was struggling, reviewing my papers, explaining the finer points of the law to me. She was my 

lifeline. I wondered why she took such an interest in me. At first I thought she felt sorry for me, 



but it was more than that. I also knew she was right. Had I ever even thanked her for helping me 

with my studies? 

“Okay you’ve got me. What do you want to know about my feelings?” 

“I want to know what goes on inside the head of yours. I want to know how you feel?” 

“About you?” 

“That would be a good start.” 

“I like you Maddie. A lot,” I said. 

Maddie lifted her head, cupped her hands around my cheeks and kissed me. And I kissed 

her back and I ran my fingers through her hair. And I kissed her again and I got lost in the 

gorgeous melody. And the singer said the truth was plain to see. 

 

 

Maddie decided I was too drunk to drive her home, so she called a cab from the bar. Then 

she called her college roommate from Notre Dame, Maeve Reilly, and asked if we could crash at 

her apartment in Wrigleyville. 

“How did you know she was going to be up? It’s one o’clock in the morning.” 

“She told me to call her after my date.” 

I was dying to know what Maddie would say to Maeve about our date.  

 

 

We arrived at Maeve’s second-floor apartment. Maeve said I could sleep on the couch in 

her small living room. I asked Maddie where she was going to sleep. 



“If you think I’m going to give it up on the first date, you’re crazy, Sykowski,” she said 

as she headed off to Maeve’s room. I heard them talking in low voices, occasionally breaking out 

in laughter. Were they talking about me? What was Maddie saying? Lying on the couch in a 

drunk, sleep-deprived state, my thoughts were fuzzy, but one thing was clear. I was madly in 

love with Madeline McInerney. 



 


