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Mike 
 

(Note: This is a story about my college friend, Mike Ferg, who did the most selfless and thoughtful act that 
anyone ever did for me up to that point in my young life.  Not only did it come at great expense to him, it’s 
something I’ve always been grateful for, even after all these years.) 

 
 
Hillsborough Street was louder than usual when I opened the only window in my stuffy room 
so I’d hear when Mike pulled up.  Having recently been taught how to drive a stick shift by my 
friend of more than a year, I was pretty familiar with the sound of his 1964 baby blue VW bug.  
The fall morning couldn’t have been more picture-perfect in Raleigh as students were out in 
full force across the street on the main campus of N.C. State University.  As I turned around to 
go back to the only chair in my cramped, rented room, I felt a certain sadness knowing that I 
wouldn’t be graduating with them.  All I could think about was Ruthie. 
 

Ruthie 
 
Having made the Dean’s List after my freshman year, a stipulation necessary for me to retain 
my academic scholarship, I went back to Philadelphia to a landscaping job that was going to 

pay me $10 an hour – big bucks back then for a college student with one 
year under his belt. Being accustomed to getting only 4 to 5 hours of sleep a 
night back at school, it was no big deal to head into the city with friends 
from high school after work.  On one of those muggy weeknights early in 
the summer of 1983, I met Ruthie at an ‘under 21’ club in South Philly.  She 
was statuesque, blonde, blue-eyed, tan and stood slightly taller than me so 
you could imagine my surprise when she agreed to dance with me to the 

Romantics’ “What I Like About You.”  When the sweat-filled, nonstop gyrations ended at 
midnight, we exchanged numbers and ended up seeing each other for the rest of the summer 
with “Every Breath You Take” by The Police and “I Melt with You” by Modern English providing 
the perfect background music to what I believed was going to be the greatest love story in the 
history of mankind. 
 

After a school year that played out like a Shakespearian drama on high 
speed, I was grateful for a summer that simply consisted of pulling weeds, 
spending time with Ruthie and ignoring the inevitable, cataclysmic 
aftermath that was approaching like a steam engine due to arrive in mid-
August when I had to return to Raleigh.  But instead of slowing down as it 

neared the station, this love train was accelerating towards a brick wall that had captured and 
imprisoned my heart.  Before I knew it, I was in the passenger seat of a friend’s Chevy Cavalier 
that was rolling southbound on Interstate 95 towards the Wolfpack State – my only solace 
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coming from the boombox at my feet which contained a meticulously prepared mixtape of 
Ruthie and I’s favorite songs from a summer we’d be telling our grandkids about. 
 

Fall Semester 
 
The new residence where I’d start my sophomore year couldn’t have been more opposite of 
the dorm I had lived in the year before.  It was a dilapidated, four-story walk up that served as 
a rooming house for students since the 1920s.  If you didn’t notice this eyesore for its lean to 
one side, you certainly would for its faded Pepto Bismol color.  In some ways, the building fit 
right in because it was situated amongst an abandoned building, a fraternity house, a 
convenience store and a Blimpie sandwich shop.  My room was one of eight on the second 
floor – first door on your left at the top of the steep staircase.  At the end of the long corridor 
was the bathroom that I thought I’d be sharing with other students; instead, it was with strung 
out pizza delivery guys who made it easy for me to conduct all lavatory duties on campus.  For 
$110 a month, my room came with a sink that surprisingly provided clear water; a squeaky, 
metal frame bed; a battered, wooden dresser with an attached mirror; a desk fashioned out of 
plywood and a chair that belonged to a dining room somewhere far, far away. 
 
Classes began in late August and for the first time in my life, I started missing classes.  When I 
did go, my feet shuffled forward as if they were stuffed into weighted cinder blocks.  Was I 
going to my organic chemistry class or the electric chair?  When I wasn’t listening to the 
mixtape in my room back at ‘chez dump,’ it was playing non-stop in my head and making it 
difficult to listen to professors who looked and sounded as if they were speaking from the 
opposite end of a football field.  Evenings spent trying to study at the library only resulted in 
handwritten love letters that were signed, sealed and ready to be mailed first thing in the 
morning.  I was spinning out of control. 
 

Drop Out 
 

A month had gone by and my class attendance record looked like a sad bingo 
card that only hit on two squares when the last ping pong ball was called.  I just 
couldn’t focus on anything else other than checking the mailbox to see if Ruthie 
wrote me back.  When she did, it was like being 9 years old on Christmas 
morning after all the presents were opened and hearing my grandpa say, “Oh 

boy.  What do we have here?  Looks like there’s one more present and it’s for Charlie!”  I don’t 
know why but I always liked to read her letters while eating a plate of chow mein at the 
Chinese restaurant just two doors down from the sandwich shop.  Besides the attractive price 
of 99 cents for a big plate of noodles, I liked the shroud of secrecy that I felt from the subdued 
atmosphere while I satisfied my ravenous appetite and starving heart. 
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By late September, I had reached my breaking point.  Instead of taking the circular ramp 
through Harrelson Hall where my statistics class was about to begin, I headed straight to the 
student admin building to rescind my scholarship and officially drop out of school.  When the 
concerned admissions lady behind the counter wearing a ‘Go Pack’ pin on her red sweater 
asked, “Now why would you do that, dear?” I tried coming up with a rational excuse but ended 
up telling her the truth.  Surprisingly, it felt good to tell her about Ruthie – something I did very 
little of with my college friends, including Mike.  Afterwards, when I walked back to that pink 
abomination to gather the rest of my textbooks to sell back to the library bookstore, I knew 
there would be no shouts of “Bingo!” for what I had just done – only the rattling of the last 
ping pong ball in my mind, bouncing between excitement and despair. 
 

Mike 
 

The unmistakable rumble of the VW made me jump up and turn off my boombox right in the 
middle of Duran Duran’s “Hungry Like the Wolf.”  Peeking out the window, I could see Mike, 
always in shorts and shirts sporting the Ocean Pacific surf wear label and black Ray Ban 

sunglasses that matched the color of his hair and completed 
the look of someone who grew up in Southern California 
alongside those who brought skateboarding to the masses as a 
legitimate sub-culture.  On the outside, he looked like a 
younger version of Clark Kent trying NOT to look like Clark Kent 
by disguising himself as a wannabe surfer dude amongst 
college kids from small towns in rural North Carolina.  On the 

inside, he was a tremendous friend to those who could appreciate his sharp wit, hilarious 
antics, compassionate heart, and drive to become an engineer like his father. 

 
I met Mike a year earlier during my freshman year at N.C. State.  He 
was one of 9 suitemates that I lived with in Metcalf, a 13-story, coed 
dormitory on central campus.  A few trips to the dining hall with him 
and you soon found out that he was a one-man variety show who could 
play the roles of host AND all the guest performers.  He could play 
anything on a violin, eat or drink anything on a dare, beat anyone at 
racquetball while hungover and make you laugh no matter how hard 
you tried not to.   
 

In no time, we were buddies because we had so much in common.  Besides being comedic 
nerds, we both liked to run – and did so sans shirts to the nearby, girls only school, Meredith 
College, to shamelessly pander for feminine attention.  And when we weren’t trying to show 
off with our legs, we’d use our arms.  Within the many courtyards on campus, Mike and I 
would throw, catch and perform tricks with frisbees to the delight of girls who were easily 
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entertained and who could look past our pathetic, not-so-subtle game plan to garner dates for 
the many upcoming freshmen dances back at the dorm.  Afterwards, as we hustled back to 
Metcalf to join our suitemates on the walk to the dining hall for dinner, little did we know that 
our new friendship was heading full steam towards events that would be both epic and tragic.  
 

Dane 
 
Like me, Mike had a freshman roommate that couldn’t have been more opposite of him; yet, 
they, too, became fast friends like John and I.  Dane was as easygoing and country as they 
come, so he didn’t mind me asking him inane questions just so I could listen to his southern 
drawl turn most one syllable words into two.  And, like many interesting characters, he was a 
walking contradiction.  For a slight, nonathletic, fair-skinned, 18-year-old kid from a rural town 
close to the Carolina Coast, Dane refused to wear shoes or shirts while in our suite – just gym 
shorts.  He’d walk around waiting for you to look at or comment on his belly which was nearly 
impossible to ignore because it protruded like the midsection of a slender woman who’s 
exiting her second trimester – plus he’d always rub it as if a genie was going to materialize and 
grant him wishes.  And, when you eventually succumbed to taking the bait, his blue eyes 
widened and his grin got bigger while proudly saying, “Ya’ll like that?”   
 
Although Dane prided himself on his partying and beer drinking skills, he was a straight A 
student studying nuclear engineering who had designs on achieving a 4.0.  Standing in the way 
of that lofty goal was N.C. State’s PE 100, a mandatory, freshmen gym class which resulted in a 
letter grade that counted towards your overall GPA.  Being the patient, good guy that he is, 
Mike began running with Dane to get him ready for the ‘mile run’ test.  He was more tolerant 
of Dane’s slow pace, so I only joined them once in a while.  When the day came for Dane to be 
timed while running the mile in his class, I had totally forgotten about it until I got back to the 
dorm later that afternoon.  Instead of the lively, rambunctious group that normally made fun 
of my running shorts (remember, it was the 80’s), I was greeted by a dour pall that hung heavy 
in the air.  My roommate, John, was sitting on his bed when he asked me to sit down.  That’s 
when he told me that Dane had collapsed and died on the track.   
 
It was John, myself and Mike who met with Dane’s family when they came to collect his 
belongings.  Although those moments with Dane’s parents and sister will never be forgotten, it 
isn’t something I need to elaborate on in this story.  Suffice to say we all got a little bit older, 
wiser and closer during that time. 
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March Madness 
 

Jeopardy Clue: It’s more bonding than seeing an instantaneous miracle together.   
Answer: What is seeing a miracle unfold in slow-motion over a three-week period? 
Alex: Correct for $800! 
 
It was the 1983 NCAA Men’s Basketball Championship Game pitting the improbable N.C. State 
Wolfpack against the top-seeded University of Houston that featured two future NBA Hall of 
Famers, Hakeem Olajuwon and Clyde Drexler.  But when I think about those two NBA greats, I 
remember them standing like statues under the basket as Lorenzo Charles leaped up to catch 
– and dunk – Dereck Whittenburg’s last second airball to add the final exclamation point to the 
Wolfpack’s Cinderella Story.  I thought I knew what pandemonium felt like after moving into 
the freshmen dorm on the exact same day and at the exact same time as Mike and every other 
kid now residing in Metcalf – but this was different, much different. 
 

Seconds after the game winning buzzer beater was witnessed on 
the 13” black and white TV that was propped up on a minifridge 
so all of us could see it in the crowded dorm room, my suitemates, 
Mike and I knew exactly what to do.  It was as if we all had the 
same, embedded genetic code that activated ONLY when the 
university that you attend and reside at wins a collegiate National 
Championship in epic, dramatic fashion while wearing anything 
that sported the school’s mascot.  As slaves to this newly triggered 

primal DNA, we immediately spilled out of the dormitory like moviegoers when hearing, 
“Active Shooter!”  The surge of college kids streaming out of Metcalf was met with an even 
bigger, moblike current of students that were headed to the famous brickyard, an enormous 
open area that connected the east and south campuses to main campus.  After a couch was 
tossed on the already raging bonfire, I got caught up in a riptide of revelers and lost sight of 
Mike until the next day while at Reynolds Coliseum – where the official pep rally only fueled 
the frenzied debauchery into a second night.  It wasn’t until days later, when the circus 
atmosphere settled down to a constant, joyful, background buzz, that Mike, John and I could 
reflect on what just happened – each of us taking turns rehashing the play-by-play of those 
last few seconds of the game, acting out the greatest alley-oop in the history of mankind, and 
relishing the fact that we just shared a magic carpet ride through a miracle. 
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Road Trip 
 

My door was open so I heard the front door unlatch and Mike taking three steps at a time 
while coming up to my room.  He was a happy sort made happier at the end of our freshmen 
year when he ended up on the winning side of a lottery system that awarded dorm room 
assignments to second year students.  Although Mike had been to my place before, he seemed 
to always be taken aback by it – as if this is where you ended up after giving life your best shot 
and it still chewed you up and spit you out.  I can’t say I blamed him.   

 
The premise of his visit was to have me come along while he drove out 
to an auto parts store and then to a Mexican restaurant; because, 
according to Mike, he was an expert of such cuisine having grown up in 
So Cal.  As we rambled down Hillsborough Street to the sound of the 
engine coming from what should’ve been the trunk, I could see much 
of the campus since it bordered the university for more than a mile.  I 
remember noticing only the students weighted down by backpacks 
while they walked with purpose along trimmed thoroughfares to 
stately-looking, brick buildings that were flanked by trees just 
beginning to turn gold.  It seemed almost surreal to think that I had 

just thrown all that away hours earlier.  By the time we made it to the beltway, Mike knew 
something was up and immediately asked me about Ruthie.  Apparently, I didn’t conceal my 
aching heart as well as I thought I did. 
 
At first, I tried deflecting his questions with generic, softball answers like, “We’re figuring 
things out” and “We’ll be fine.”  But, after the red sweater lady at the admin building got me 
to open up earlier that morning, it was easier to just tell Mike the truth about things.  As I 
recounted what had transpired since school started, including what I had done instead of 
going to my statistics class, Mike just listened while staring straight ahead.  When I was 
finished, a noticeable, long silence ensued until he said, “I have only one question.  Does 
Ruthie know what you did?”  I told Mike, “No,” and the silence returned and stayed with us for 
a few more exits along the treelined beltway.  More exits passed and it seemed we were 
getting further and further from Raleigh.  Pretty soon, I saw signs for Zebulon which made me 
ask, “So how far away IS this place?”  Mike, in his deadpan sort of way, without taking his gaze 
from the road, replied “We’re not going there anymore.  We’re going to Philadelphia.”  Of 
course, I didn’t believe him thinking he was just launching into one of his many characters.  
Was this the ‘wise guy’?  Or, the ‘serial killer’?  But it wasn’t a schtick – he was serious!  Mike 
continued, “You need to see her and tell her you’re coming back for her.”  “Are you crazy?” I 
said, “We don’t even have toothbrushes and you’ll be missing classes!”  This time, Mike turned 
toward me while answering, “We’ll be fine.” 
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“We could be there by 7pm!” I announced after performing mental calculations from Zebulon 
until we merged onto northbound Interstate 95 from state highway 64.  I couldn’t believe this 

was happening.  I was actually going to see Ruthie today and I was a mere 
6 hours away from being Richard Gere in the closing scenes of Officer and 
a Gentleman, which had exploded at the box office a year earlier.  Little 
did I know, while the 4-lane interstate widened into 8 as it bordered the 
Delaware River into Philadelphia, I was going to experience a scene from 
that movie, but it wasn’t going to be played by Richard Gere. 
 

And … ACTION! 
 

I knew Ruthie would be home so I asked Mike to let me out a few doors down so I didn’t cause 
too much commotion and spoil the surprise.  My heart was beating so hard that I saw my hand 
shaking as I pushed open the wooden gate to walk towards the front door of the modest home 

in a working-class neighborhood close to the city.  Too bad Bon Jovi’s self-
titled, first album wasn’t due to come out for another 6 months because 
that would’ve been the perfect soundtrack to what was racing through my 
mind while I crept up the cement porch steps in the waning twilight in 
South Philly.  I could see Ruthie’s car on the side of the house and figured 
she was eating dinner with her mom like she always did in the evenings. 

 
As my shaky finger found and pressed the doorbell, I suddenly realized I had no script.  Do I 
just scoop her up and walk out?  Do I wait for her mom to pull out the Polaroid instamatic to 
capture the moment before I disappeared into the night with her only daughter?  Before I 
could get everything straight in my mind, the door opens and there she is – still tan and pretty 
but missing the smile that I dreamed about every night for the past 6 weeks.  With her hand 
still on the inside doorknob while standing in the doorway and looking both surprised and 
disappointed, she asks, “What are you doing here?”  In that very instant, I knew I had made a 
gargantuan miscalculation of epic proportions.  If you happened to be outside and noticed the 
young man on the porch steps talking to someone who’s half hidden behind the front door, 
you would’ve seen a lot of hand gesturing followed by an about-face towards the street.  If 
you were close enough, you would’ve heard his rambling answer to her question start off with, 
“A friend of mine from school needed to drive up here so I thought I’d hitch a ride and come 
say hello,” and end with, “Okay, well, I know you’re busy so I’ll check in with you tomorrow 
sometime.” 
 
“God.  How horrible was that?” I remember thinking as I turned to descend the steps while 
giving Ruthie a brief, pathetic wave goodnight.  I couldn’t feel my body, only a burning desire 
to reach the darkening street upright where I could hide and collect myself before retracing 
my steps back to where Mike had parked.  As I approached, I could see him outside, leaning 
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against his precious VW with his arms folded.  When he heard me immerge from the shadows, 
his head spun around in surprise; and while pretending to check the time on his watch, said, 
“That was quick.”  Despite the unexpected implosion of my young heart in that moment, I had 
to acknowledge the sheer irony of it all.  Instead of carrying the girl of my dreams out of the 
factory as Richard Gere’s character did to end that iconic film, I ended up mirroring David 
Keith’s role when ‘Lynette’ rebuffed his love for having dropped out of the officer training 
program to be with her. “Unbelievable,” I thought to myself.  But by the time I reached the 
car, I knew I wasn’t going to hang myself after downing the ring with a bottle of whiskey like 
Keith’s character sadly did in the movie.  All I knew, as I slid into the driver’s seat of Mike’s car 
was that I needed to drive and that Ruthie and I were no more. 
 

Reality 
 

After a fitful night of nearly zero sleep on the couch of a landscaping coworker who I worked 
with over the past summer, I sat up and saw Mike still sleeping on the other couch.  Back then, 
I wasn’t a coffee drinker so there wasn’t an urgency to get up right away.  Strangely, I felt 
better than ever, like my old self again; but, of course, that feeling was fleeting.  Many of the 
hours spent staring at the ceiling and listening to the ticking of the nearby wall clock during the 
night were dedicated to replaying every minute I had spent with Ruthie; yet, there was enough 
mental bandwidth to simulate every conceivable scenario that resulted in me getting back on 
track at N.C. State.   
 
Mike and I said goodbye to the Delaware River as Interstate 95 veered south toward The 
Carolinas but my heart wasn’t into it.  I felt like a post-op patient who just received an 
impromptu brain AND heart transplant on the same day and who was crossing his fingers and 
hoping that his body wouldn’t reject them.  Mike was great.  Remember how awful it is 
sometimes to be ambushed by a crestfallen and emotionally unstable friend who just got their 

heart ripped out of their chest?  Yeah?  Well imagine being stuck in a car 
with someone like that for almost 8 hours!  Poor guy; but he listened and 
helped me get a plan together for the next day to revisit the student 
admin building to see if I could unwind what I had done earlier in the 
week.  If that didn’t work, I was going to have to ask Clark Kent, here, to 
put on his Superman cape and do his ‘reverse time’ thing. 

 
When I woke up the next morning in my squeaky, steel frame bed, I didn’t immediately think 
about Ruthie; but that changed as soon as I saw our mixtape sitting beside my silent boombox 
on the dresser that looked to be from the Civil War era.  With a heavy heart, I climbed out of 
bed to splash some water on my face, brush my teeth and get ready to meet Mike at the 
student admin building at 8am.  Years later, I would recall how I felt that morning when I’d be 
close to arriving home from a weekend trip where I spent much of the time wondering if I had 
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left the stove on.  Would I see my house intact or as a pile of smoldering rubble surrounded by 
fire trucks?  But back then, on that breezy autumn morning, I was less than an hour from 
finding out if I could cry, “Do over!” or accept my fate of becoming a strung-out pizza delivery 
guy like all the other residents that called the faded, pink embarrassment, ‘home.’ 
 

Moment of Truth 
 
It was Mike’s idea to come along with me in case I needed someone to vouch for me or to 
support my claim of temporary insanity due to acute lovesickness should I become desperate 
enough to play that card.  Upon arriving at the student admin building, Mike took the stairs 
three at a time while I trudged up what felt like the Temple of Kukulkan, the 100-foot Mayan 

pyramid in the Mexican Yucatan where young people were routinely 
sacrificed at its apex.  And if that wasn’t dramatic enough, when I 
pulled on the door to the entrance, it felt as heavy and foreboding as 
Rodin’s massive, 20-foot door sculpture, The Gates of Hell.  Before I 
knew it, I was inside and Mike was waving me over since one of the 
admin ladies was standing at the counter.   
 

At first glance, my hopes sank because it wasn’t the same lady from earlier in the week.  As I 
approached, I described the woman who knew about my situation and asked, “Is she here?”  
Given the current streak of bad luck that I was experiencing, I couldn’t believe when she 
replied, “Hold on, hon.  I’ll get her for you.”  Suddenly, the odds at the sports book in Caesar’s 
Palace in Las Vegas went from 20:1 to 5:1 when she immerged from the back wearing a red 
cardigan instead of the red sweater yet still sported the school mascot pin.  As Mike looked on, 
I explained what happened and that I had a change of heart and could only hope that the 
paperwork I put into motion just days earlier could be stopped or intercepted before any real 
damage could be done.  When her smile continued to broaden as I spoke, I could feel the 
weight leaving my shoulders while imagining Caesar’s giving me 3:2 odds, making the bleary-
eyed gamblers audibly gasp.  “Your paperwork hasn’t been processed and it’s still here,” she 
replied while rifling through papers in a wire basket next to an industrial-looking typewriter.  
When she found what she was looking for, she handed the unprocessed forms to me, smiled 
and said, “Good decision, dear.” 
 
With the forms rolled up in my hand like a telescope through which my future could be seen 
and charted once again, Mike and I barreled past the entrance and down steps that felt more 
like a slide.  At the bottom of the stairs, where yellow and gold leaves were beginning to 
collect in the crisp, autumn morning, I thanked my friend for all that he’d done for me.  And, as 
usual, Mike cut my sappy appreciation short by saying, “Not a problem.  I’m late for class.”  
“Me too,” I replied sarcastically and while I watched him walk away, I thought to myself, 
“There goes Superman.” 
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Then and Now 

 
Because of Mike’s spur of the moment act of genuine selflessness, I was able to mount an 
academic comeback that could only be described as winning the championship despite having 
been one strike away from being swept.  But instead of an ostentatious hunk of trophy as my 
prize, I not only retained my scholarship – I gained a keen awareness of the difference 
between love and infatuation.  Although subsequent letters from Ruthie went unanswered, I 
still thought of her fondly from time to time during the remainder of the school year – 
especially when I heard a song from our mixtape.  And when Bon Jovi’s debut album dropped 
the following semester, I had to add one more song from the Jersey band who captured every 
emotion I felt on Ruthie’s front steps just months earlier.  Once again, I had to laugh at the 
irony because “Shot Through the Heart” comes right after Loverboy’s “Hot Girls in Love.” 

 
As for Mike and I, we reunited a few years after graduation in 
Huntington Beach, California where degrees from N.C. State, 
professional jobs and real-world responsibilities didn’t stop us from 
continuing our tried-and-true frisbee ‘operation’ to shamelessly turn 
unsuspecting, cute sunbathers into our girlfriends.  Success in this 
area back in Raleigh meant we had dance partners for the many 
social events held on campus; success at this stage of our lives meant 
we had new best friends – and soon Mike and I drifted apart. 

 
Almost 30 years have passed since Mike and I saw or spoke to one another.  Life has a way of 
carrying you away towards whatever you’re meant to do.  All I can hope for is that my old pal 
reads this deserved tribute and knows how much his friendship meant to me all those years 
ago and that whenever I get the chance to tell someone, “We’ll be fine,” I try to do it with as 
much confidence and sincerity as him. 
 
 

The End 
 
 

Chuck Trunks (1/2021) 
 
 
 
 
 
 


