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Author’s Note 

			To my dearly departed wife, Rahsha, thank you for always believing in me and sticking with me through the toughest of times. You were an amazing wife and a mother who is sorely missed. Thank you to my sons, Jordan and Jalen, for being great sons and movie partners on the weekends. To my parents, Donald and Judith Simpson, thank you for being the types of parents who taught me to dream big and that I could accomplish anything that I put my mind to. My baby sister, Crystal, for always considering me her hero regardless of any mistakes that I may have made. My grandparents, Robert and Georgia Mack and Tessie Simpson, for always reminding me to keep the Lord first. Thanks to Robin Clarke for helping me clean things up. Thanks to Technical Sergeant David Anding for fact-checking and accuracy. Lastly, to my fourth-grade classmate, Ha Tran, for telling me that she enjoyed listening to my stories that I wrote in Mrs. Etherton’s class at Edgewater Elementary School in Pensacola, Florida. You may not remember me, but I remember sitting next to you in class back then and telling me that I would be a writer when I grew up. I guess you were right. Good call!

			



	

Chapter 1 

			As the saying goes, “There’s no place like home.” I don’t know exactly who said that, but I can only guess that they’re referring to that feeling that you get when you think about home: the nostalgia that one experiences when they think about growing up in their hometown. Memories of summer barbecues, first days of school, family, friends, and more, all help to make up that warm and fuzzy feeling you get in your stomach when you think about going home. Maybe that’s why a guy like me is making this long drive home. Despite growing up on the poor east side of the tracks, my hometown of Patrician seems to be calling my name. I left after high school. Didn’t see much reason to stay back then. Wasn’t a lot going on in the east side of Patrician at the time, so I took the first track scholarship that I was offered. I left with no intentions of ever returning except to visit my parents during the holidays or maybe on an occasional random weekend visit.

			I didn’t like the division in Patrician. The natural divide in a city separated by railroad tracks and race never set right with me, so I took off out of there as soon as the opportunity presented itself. As a kid, I loved the occasional visits we would make to the west side of town. Crossing the tracks felt like going to an entirely different world. People wore nice clothes, drove nice cars which they pulled up to nice houses. The plazas, tall buildings, and beaches all made me feel like the west side of Patrician was where I wanted to be. That feeling always seemed to get stamped out rather quickly when my family and I spent what people on that side of town viewed as a little too much time in one of those plazas, tall buildings, or on one of the beaches. It didn’t matter how much I felt like I belonged on that side of town; west side Patricianites had a way of letting you know that you didn’t belong there.

			My parents would notice the stares and sneers that we got for being Black people who dared cross the tracks. My dad in particular made sure to tell me that I had every right to go to that side of town as anyone who actually lived there. Regardless of what Dad said, I was usually ready to go after I saw one too many of those looks directed at me or my family. It wasn’t just the sneers and looks of disgust that cast a cloud on my ventures to the west side; it was this feeling of uneasiness I always got after being there. Sure, I knew that we were unwelcomed by many who lived there, and that fact alone generated stares, but the uneasiness I’m talking about is the type of uneasiness that comes when you know you’re being watched—kinda like what I would imagine a gazelle would feel if it were walking in a field on an African plain, and everything suddenly became eerily quiet and still. I would sometimes feel the same on the east side as well, but there I couldn’t figure out why. No one on the east side hated me being there, so I remember being puzzled when that feeling of being watched came over me. I do remember not being the only one who felt this uneasiness about Patrician. I recall once hearing my mother say that living in East Patrician felt like knowing someone was keeping a secret about you, but you didn’t know what the secret was, or even who was keeping it. I have often thought about her saying that, even more so now that I am going home, but I could never quite figure out what she meant. Maybe she was just talking about the overall tension in the air that came from living in a city separated by so many things in both a literal and figurative sense. Maybe she was talking about how things seemed to work out well on the west side of Patrician and not so well on the east. Regardless, it spooked the hell outta me, and I knew that I wanted to get away from that sense of dread and uneasiness I would get even if it was not a regular occurrence for me.

			I suppose it’ll be good to be home. There is a lot I missed while I was away. After I realized that the Olympic Games weren’t a reality for me, I was faced with a choice: go back to Patrician and be another in a long line of has-been athletes who left only to return with their tail between their legs or take Uncle Sam’s offer to see the world while serving my country. I love my country but never saw myself as the soldier type. I also never saw myself going back to Patrician, so the moment I had my degree in hand, off I went into the wild blue yonder! At first, I thought I’d go in, give Uncle Sam a couple of years, and then find something else to do. One reenlistment turned to six, and before I knew it, I had become a career man. Twenty whole years in the Air Force, and I loved every minute of it. I can be a bit of an adrenalin junkie, so I was looking for adventure when I joined; but I, like many, have an aversion to taking a bullet, so I chose something that didn’t require me to risk getting shot. My adrenal drug of choice was the KC-135 Stratotanker. Nothing got me more excited than getting up in the air in that monster! I suppose the sound of the engines, the power you feel going down the runway, the excitement of leaving the ground and having another jet fly up to you and connect midair were enough to keep me hooked for twenty years. But now it’s all over, and I have to find something else to get into.

			I’m kinda curious about what I will find in Patrician now that so much time has passed. It’s been at least fifteen years since I’ve seen the place. Mom and Dad were always looking for a reason to travel, so they made it a point to come and visit me wherever I was stationed. Before I knew it, a lot of years had passed since I had been back. When I left, Patrician was this superficial kind of place. People, especially those on the west side, were all into image. Who’s dating who? Who’s driving what? What kind of job do you have? Blah, blah, blah. You didn’t need substance or character to make it there. You just needed to have the right look and the right money. With those, a person could have anything they needed. With that combination, the city could become intoxicating. The bright lights and big city mixed with beach life lulled many a Patricianite to the type of social sleep they couldn’t wake up from. I have seen good moral agents like preachers or kindergarten teachers move in, take one whiff of that Patrician air, and become so morally mixed up they would step over a guy with a legitimate hard-luck story in order to feed a stray dog. Such a beautiful city to look at with all its architectural splendor, but even all that coastal and urban beauty could never hide the fact that something was seriously wrong with Patrician. You couldn’t clearly see it, but you could damn sure feel it. You could feel it on the corner. You could feel it at the park. You could feel it at school. You may not have been able to put your finger on it, but something was definitely going on.

			Despite my misgivings about going home, I was excited about seeing some of the friends I left behind when I went away. I had some friends I was really close to, mostly neighborhood kids that I grew up with and teammates. I had a lot of love for them, and for a split second, I almost changed my mind about leaving because of them. Glad my common sense prevailed because many of them decided to leave too. Those who did leave just came back quicker than I did. Kinda makes me wonder if coming back was part of a grand scheme that God had for me and those others who left only to return. Not trying to think bigger of myself than I should, but maybe a bunch of fresh perspectives from people who know the city can help it to change for the better. Maybe get that damned eeriness out of the air. Ah…who am I kidding? I’m going back home to lay low and chill. I’m not old, but I’ve been around the block enough times to want to stop going around it for a bit. Time to go home, see family, say hello to friends and a few coaches, and begin to enjoy this retirement—this working retirement. A low-stress something or other to supplement and evenings on the beach sounded like a plan to me.

			There are very few things as simultaneously calming and exhilarating as driving into a beach city on a summer day. I always enjoyed when Dad would take my sister, Devin, and me to the beach. My cousins Nikki, Robert, and Allen lived on the same street, and they always seemed to have a sixth sense for when Daddy was taking us to the beach. It never failed; we would start getting ready to go to the beach, and the three of them would knock on the door in succession: Nikki first because she lived next door, followed by Allen and Robert who lived across the street and around the corner. If I really want to be truthful about it, my cousins’ collective sixth sense about Daddy taking us to the beach was probably enhanced by my telling them when he planned to take us. “How in the world do they always show up when we’re getting ready to go to the beach?” he would ask while looking at Devin and me. She and I would just look at each other, seemingly perplexed about why he thought we would know. Devin would always explain how coincidental it was while I slipped off to the bathroom to avoid being asked. Like clockwork…knock, knock, knock! Daddy would walk to the door in his beach clothes while looking at Devin who was standing there, looking as cluelessly innocent as possible.

			“Hey, Uncle Dave! You taking Alex and Devin to the beach today?” Nikki would ask.

			“Not sure yet, baby girl. You need to talk to Devin!”

			Nikki would always nod and follow Devin to the den. I would emerge from the bathroom and go to the kitchen. Knock, knock, knock!

			“Lemme guess,” Dad would say as he opened the door to find Allen and Robert standing there.

			They’d storm in while calling, “Hey, Uncle Dave!” and rush to the kitchen to see me.

			Nikki would always try to not make it too obvious that we were all scheming to go to the beach together—Robert and Allen not so much. After a few weeks into the summer, these two nuts would just show up to the door, wearing swimming trunks and holding beach towels. Allen even showed up with his dog a few times, to which Dad would always respond with a perplexed frown that signaled to Allen that he needed to take his dog back home very quickly to avoid being left behind. After two summers of this, Dad didn’t even fight anymore. He’d just open the door and let them in. It got so bad after a while he sold his Trans-Am and bought a pickup so he could haul us all to the beach in the back of it. I loved the Trans-Am and hated to see it go, but I loved what the truck could do even more. The Trans-Am meant looking cool, riding around with Dad and having the top off so people could see how cool I looked in it. The truck meant that Dad couldn’t tell Devin and me there wasn’t enough room to take Nikki, Robert, and Allen to the beach with us anymore. Of course, the truck didn’t look as good as the Trans-Am, but it was cool for a truck: a huge red-and-white Ford F-150. We nicknamed it Big Red. Seeing my sister and cousins jump in the back of Big Red made me quickly get over not looking cool in the Trans-Am anymore.

			After a quick stop at the corner store, we would head directly to the beach. Big Red wouldn’t come to a complete stop before the five of us hopped out of the back, and it was a race to the water. Allen always lost the race because in mid-sprint he would always feel the need to turn around and ask my mom, “Aunt Jamie, you brought food, right?” She always smiled and responded, “Go play, Allen,” while helping Dad with the cooler that was packed with sandwiches she made the night before and bringing the chips that Dad had just purchased at the corner store. I guess he was always so caught up into the fun of the ride and conversation he never paid attention to what was happening right in front of him. We used to give him a lot of lip about that because something could be going on right in front of him, and he’d completely miss it. That almost got him in serious trouble once.

			Beach and port cities like Patrician can attract a lot of strange passersby. Allen, being the oblivious type of kid he was, ran into one of these weirdos at the beach once. When we were about twelve years old, Allen, Robert, and I were playing frisbee on the beach. One of our favorite challenges playing frisbee was to have the disc thrown in your direction and over your head so you would have to run after it to catch it before it hit the ground. If you caught it, you were considered fast; if not, you were picked on for being too slow. Serves to me very rarely hit the ground. It actually became a challenge for my sister and cousins to see if they could throw the frisbee hard and fast enough for me to miss it. Robert caught it half the time. Devin was a lost cause. She’s my sister, but God must have skipped over her when he was handing out speed because she was as slow as a sloth with an injured leg. Nikki caught the disc most of the time, like me, but she was the type of girl who worried about sweating her hair out of place; so after catching about four or five, she would go hang out with Devin to avoid sweating. That left Allen. Now, truth be told, Allen was about as fast as I was. On any given day, he would push me to whatever finish line we had established before we raced, or even nip me at the line. When that happened, I would either call a tie or say that he started too early. The only real difference in our running was that Allen wasn’t very coordinated. He was fine running in a straight line, but if you asked him to turn left or right, he was almost certain to have a fall that looked like it should be in an action movie. Like normal, I threw the frisbee hard and fast so Allen would have to chase it down. I threw it slightly right away from the water so he would have difficulty catching up to it. Now Allen had had some serious falls in the past, but this one was epic. This was professional stuntman level! The wind caught the frisbee and carried it toward a sand dune. When Allen and the sand dune met, the sand dune won. The only thing missing from this fall was a Hollywood blockbuster-style explosion. Even more epic than his collision with the sand dune was the laughter that ensued. It got even louder when Allen emerged covered from head to toe in sand. My cousins and I were always quick to laugh; Dad was too. Mom was the one who tried to hold back a laugh if it were at someone’s expense, so Allen knew that he must have had a good one when he stood up and saw my mother with her hand over her mouth and her shoulders bouncing up and down, trying to conceal her laughter. Allen was always a good sport about it because he knew how clumsy he could be. Most of the time, he just laughed with us. This time was no different…except for I got that eerie feeling again.

			Despite the hilarity, out of nowhere, that weird feeling draped over me like a cold, wet blanket on a winter day. We finally stopped laughing, and Allen decided he needed to get the sand off himself, so he started walking toward the beach showers that were stationed so a person could rinse off before leaving.

			“Where you going, Allen?”

			“To rinse off this sand.”

			“Just jump in the water!”

			“I have sand in my eye. I’ll be right back.”

			The shower was maybe a hundred yards away from where Dad parked Big Red on the beach—close enough to see it, but far enough away to feel the distance. Keeping my eye on Allen was my focus because I had a sense that something just wasn’t quite right. Just as Allen turned on the shower, I saw Devin walk by with a strawberry soda. Strawberry was the flavor I always asked Dad to pick for me. Devin, being the annoying little sister that she was back then, knew that drinking my sodas would irritate the hell out of me; walking in front of me while doing so just sent me over the edge. I stormed off in her direction, intent on snatching my strawberry soda from her when I noticed over her shoulder that the shower Allen was using to rinse off was now empty. Allen was nowhere in sight. I took off toward the shower as fast as I could and passed the retention wall stairs that led to the parking lot hoping to see Allen near the concession booth—nothing. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a Ford F-150 just like Big Red, only painted black, and walking toward it was Allen. About four paces in front of him were a man and a woman. The man was nothing special to look at: kind of pale, average height, blondish-brown hair, not in bad shape, but by no means the type of physique that would turn heads. The woman was another story: silky black hair down to the middle of her back, light olive-colored skin, and a body like a fitness instructor. It was almost as if Wonder Woman was walking in front of me. A rush of emotions and thoughts filled the pit of my stomach and my head.

			In a split-second, thoughts like, Who are these people? and Why is Allen following them? and He shouldn’t be with them. This is bad, all bounced around in my head before instinct took over, and I blurted out, “Allen…it’s time to eat!”

			Like a person being snapped out of a hypnotic trance, Allen turned around like nothing was wrong and said, “What’s up, Alex?” while the man and woman kept walking toward their truck without turning around.

			Allen jogged back toward me while telling me about this man and woman he had just met who were parked across the street. Other than hearing him say something about a dog and a truck, I can’t remember a word of what Allen said because by this time, I had become somewhat fixated on these people who had captured Allen’s attention. They got to their truck and said a few words to each other while the woman walked to the passenger side, and they got into the truck.

			The man turned toward us and asked, “Do you still want to see it?”

			Allen grabbed me by the wrist and said, “Let’s go see their dog!”

			“Allen!” I said in a low but sharp voice. “Are you stupid or something? Why are you walking to these people’s car? We don’t even know them!”

			A sudden look of realization mixed with confusion and fear came over Allen’s face.

			“He’s right here, Allen,” the man said as both of us stood there, definitely scared.

			To make things even weirder, we noticed the street was eerily still and quiet despite it being the middle of the day near a crowded beach.

			“No, thank you, sir,” Allen said as I grabbed his wrist while backtracking toward the beach. “He’s right here, fellas. Won’t take you long at all to look at him.”

			“We’re good!”

			“You came up here to see the dog, Allen,” he said while walking toward us.

			“I said we’re good, man!” I reiterated as Allen and I started to jog away.

			Just as we reached the retention wall stairs, we saw Devin and Nikki approaching.

			“Where’d y’all go?” Nikki asked, followed immediately by Devin asking, “What’s up with you two?”

			I spread out my arms to block and corral the three of them so I could usher them back toward Dad, Mom, and Robert. They all turned around, and Allen began to nervously stammer through his description of what happened. As I grabbed the stair rail to go back down the steps, I turned around expecting to see the man across the street getting into his truck to leave. Instead, he was standing there in front of the truck with his hands in his pockets and his gaze fixated on me.

			A few awkward seconds passed, and the man gave me this sly smile and said, “See ya around, kid.”

			To say a chill went down my spine that moment is an understatement. It felt more like the blood in my veins had turned to ice water. Hearing Nikki say, “Alex, let’s go,” helped to loosen the chokehold of fear clutching my neck and allowed me to turn and go down the retention wall stairs. Dad could tell by the way that we ran over to him and Mom that something wasn’t right. It took only a few moments to explain to him what had happened and return to the stairs, but by the time we got there, the man, the woman, and the truck were gone—vanished like steam in a gentle breeze. From that day forward, we as kids were changed. It wasn’t like we lost innocence or anything. We just came to realize that the scary people your parents and teachers tell you about will sometimes rear their heads to let you know that they’re around.

			



	

Chapter 2 

			Going Home

			Nothing helps to clear your head like a long drive by yourself; one of the longest drives in America has to be from Spokane, Washington, to Patrician, Florida. Crossing the country in a plane can sometimes make you forget how beautiful America is at ground level, so I decided last month that I would drive back to Patrician instead of fly. I headed to Spokane to pick up my rental car as soon as I dropped my papers at Fairchild AFB. A guy like me gets to know a lot of people when you spend as many years on one base as I have. After duty assignments at McConnell AFB and Seymour Johnson AFB, I landed at Fairchild. Wasn’t too excited about going there at first, but when you have no choice in the matter, you make it work. I went there with an open mind, and it ended up being a great experience. Made a lot of friends with people on the base as well as in Spokane, so there was no way I was going to hit the road without seeing a few friends before I left.

			After I dropped my papers off, Lieutenant Michele Paulson was waiting out front to take me to the rental car office in her new GMC Sierra. It was new to her, but not to me. I sold it to her the moment I announced I was going to retire. She loved the truck and had been bugging me about buying it from my first mention of selling it when I retired.

			After a few steps out of the office, I heard, “Hurry up, Archer! A sista is starving over here. You sure you were a track star? ’Cause you walk slow as hell.”

			As I walked to the truck, shaking my head and rolling my eyes, I couldn’t help but think about how much I was going to miss her smart mouth.

			With a laugh, I said, “Shut up and drive,” and climbed in the truck. My butt wasn’t fully in the seat before she was pulling off.

			We drove to the rental car office where I picked up a Camaro, and then we headed straight to Benny’s Bar and Grill. Lots of good times and a lot of money spent in Benny’s. Not much to look at, but there was no place Paulson and I would rather stop to get something to eat after a training exercise. Lt. Paulson was my copilot on the KC-135s and we flew many missions together. Through thick and thin, Michelle Paulson has been right there. Met her the first day I arrived at McConnell twenty years ago and except for one time in our careers, we always somehow ended up at the same duty stations. That type of friendship in the military has really helped over the years.

			I thought we were only meeting a few friends from our hangar, but when I walked through the door, it felt like “Alex Archer Day.” My entire crew showed up. I was especially happy to see Staff Sgt. Patrick Walls when I walked in. Dark-skinned kid, about twenty-nine years old, six feet two inches, and a chiseled 220 pounds, he looked like he was carved out of a block of obsidian; always smiling and always something positive to say. As my boom operator, Walls always provided a much-needed balance to all the sarcasm between Michelle and me on the plane.

			“Sure gonna miss you, Major! At least now I have a place to stay when I want to go to Florida!” he said with his signature smile.

			“As long as I’m in Patrician, you have a vacation spot.”

			“What about me?” chimed in Michelle.

			“You’ll have to wait until I get my shed built in the backyard.”

			“Okay… I had that one coming, Arch. But seriously, you better get a place big enough for me to stay when I decide to grace Patrician with my presence.”

			About six or seven insults raced across my mind when she said that, and judging by how fast she said, “Leave it there, Archer!” my face gave it away.

			The night went on with food, drinks, sarcasm, and stories, all of which helped me remember how good those past ten years had been at Fairchild. I’m not an overly emotional type of guy, but seeing all the smiles and listening to people I had gotten to know pretty well over the years really did my heart some good. Leaving is hard, but I knew deep down that home was tugging on my heart for a reason. After all the hugs and goodbyes, I followed Michelle back to her house where we reminisced and laughed a bit more before I crashed on her couch for the night.

			The next day I woke up at zero dark thirty. I’m not much of a drinker, so I didn’t have any hangover blues to deal with. I told Michelle that I would probably just sneak out without waking her and call her from the road when the day got underway. I did the normal morning thing in her guest bathroom: brushed my teeth, showered, washed my face, and came out ready to go, only to see Michelle standing in the doorway of her bedroom.

			“You didn’t have to get up, Michelle. I was going to call you from the road.”

			“I know, but how can someone sleep with you stomping around like a herd of bison? Besides, you really didn’t think I was gonna let you leave without at least saying ‘I’ll see your big head later,’ did you?” she asked.

			“You’re gonna really miss me, aren’t you, Michelle?”

			“A little bit. Who else am I gonna talk noise to at Benny’s? But I really won’t have time to miss you too much anyway.”

			“Why’s that?”

			“My father just retired from McDonnell Douglass, and he just bought Mom the house that she always wanted in Ft. Myers. They haven’t liked me being so far away from them, so they’ve already been laying the guilt trip on me about moving closer to them when they get there. I’ve been trying to avoid that topic when they bring it up, but now that my boy Archer is going back to Florida, the idea doesn’t sound too bad anymore. Patrician’s not too far away, so it doesn’t look like you’re gonna be rid of me yet when I transfer to MacDill in three months. And you can keep your funky little shed in your backyard too.”

			“Great…just when I thought I was going to have a break from your smart-ass mouth for a while.”

			“Oh, whatever! Get on the road and drive safely, Lead Foot. Call and let me know when you stop for the night.”

			And with that, I gave Michelle a hug, jumped in the Camaro, dropped the top, and hit the road. Just me, my thoughts, my playlist, and the open road. I was looking forward to seeing if what they said about the cops in Montana and South Dakota not caring if a person speeds was true.

			Along with time alone to think, another great thing about driving cross-country is the opportunity to see interesting things and meet different people. I’ve flown over things like Mt. Rushmore countless times in the past, but I’ve never actually stopped to look at them. It felt good to not have a deadline, so I figured stopping to take in some sights right now would do me some good. I had a lot to think about in terms of what to do next. I’d spent the last twenty years giving orders (based on the orders that I had been given), so the idea of not having to order around or take orders from anyone felt a bit strange. Like always, I’d figure it out. I just needed to make sure that it didn’t take too long for me to figure it out.

			Mom and Devin said that Patrician has changed. Some for the better, some for the worse. Dad couldn’t care less either way. He just wants to watch sports and fish in the evenings; so as long as he has those, he’s a happy man. With all the work he put in over the past thirty-five years, the old man has earned that right. I was definitely looking forward to seeing him fire up the grill on Saturday afternoons, or any afternoon for that matter. Definitely needed to make sure that I contacted Allen, Robert, and Nikki as soon as I got back too. We hadn’t physically seen each other in years, but I was glad that we’d all stayed close. Besides, they would hang me upside down if I came back in town and didn’t stop by within hours of arriving. I knew I’d be tired when I pulled in, but I already know that I’d find the energy to go see them. They were all married now and had young kids, so I had a couple of nieces, nephews, and cousins that wanted to meet Uncle/Cousin Alex.

			It was going to be interesting to see the changes that Mom and Devin were talking about. Hopefully, the changes didn’t only benefit the west side of Patrician. It would be rather refreshing to see that something good finally came to the east side so everyone could benefit. The last good thing I remember coming to the east side was a little clinic for people who couldn’t afford health care. That was cool, but a community can’t thrive with just a clinic. The east side needed banks, grocery stores, police departments, and other necessities in order to thrive. I remember Dad talking about how city government always seemed to ignore the needs of the east side. It really did my heart a lot of good to hear that Devin, Allen, Nikki, and Robert led the charge to get the former mayor out of office.

			Mayor Stuart catered primarily to the needs of the west side and only ventured into the east side during an election year; the type of guy who on a normal day wouldn’t be caught dead on the east side but somehow managed to find his way to an African Methodist Episcopal Church service and a fish fry when it was time to campaign. He wasn’t too happy when he got voted out, and he really wasn’t too happy to know how it happened. A lot of people I know voted out of civic duty. They didn’t know the candidates very well and knew even less about what they stood for, so ended up voting for a familiar name and face. Old Man Stuart won that way for years. He simply showed his face, made a few promises in an east-side church or two that he rarely kept, and he got enough of the east-side vote to stay in office. It was a good cycle for him, but a bad cycle for us. Promises for more funding and police to stop the rising crime on the east side were never kept, but east siders either kept voting for him or didn’t vote at all. Knowing that he got voted out because a few people he used to lie to and ignore helped to steer votes away from him didn’t sit too well. He suffered a massive stroke about three months after his defeat. I certainly don’t celebrate the demise of another human being, but I was glad that to know that the same old dirty politics might not be going on anymore. Robert told me that Devin did a lot of the legwork to sway voters away from Old Man Stuart. She was knocking on doors, visiting churches, making fliers, and anything else she could think of to get the word about the need for change on the east side of Patrician. Hopefully, the new mayor had a heart for the city as a whole and not just for the west side.

			A fast car and the open road can be calming for a guy like me. The rental car company didn’t have a Camaro SS in stock, so they transferred one in for me from one of their stores in Seattle. It took them about a week to get it, but the manager said he was more than happy to bring it in for me. He was retired Air Force as well and said he wanted to do what he could to make sure I went out in style. His nametag read “Charles,” an older guy who appeared to be in his mid-sixties, the type of guy with a friendly demeanor and eyes suggesting he had an interesting story. I had a lot fun trading Air Force stories with him the day I came in to see if they could bring in a Camaro. When he told me he could find me a Camaro SS, I asked, “Well, how about a ZL1?”

			“Don’t push it, son. Ol’ Chuck had to pull this SS out of Seattle. You’ll have me going all the way down to San Francisco for one of those,” he responded with a laugh.

			“Just figured I’d ask. I didn’t expect you to have the SS available.”

			“A guy driving one of these to Florida sounds like he wants to open it up on the road in Montana or the Dakotas. Be careful with that,” he said with a wink and a smile as I shook his hand.

			“You’re all right, Chuck. I’ll stop by and say hello when I come back to visit.”

			I probably should have listened to Chuck when he told me to be careful with opening up this SS in the Dakotas because I got stopped twice in South Dakota! The first guy let me off with a warning near the North Dakota / South Dakota state line, but a second one got me about halfway through. He probably radioed ahead and told his partner to be on the lookout for some nut in a Camaro SS who heard he could drive through South Dakota like a Formula One racer.

			When I stopped in Kansas City for some barbecue, I decided to take a detour through Tulsa, Oklahoma. Had a few college friends that lived there. They got into real estate and the oil and gas industries and did pretty well, so dinner and lodging were on them.

			After leaving Tulsa, I decided to take my time the rest of the way. I was so focused on how fast I could burn through Montana and the Dakotas I forgot to look at the beauty of the countryside. My friends in Tulsa posted pics on social media about the fun we had while I was there. A few high school and college friends who had relocated to Dallas told me they would hunt me down like a dog if I was that close to them and didn’t stop through on the way home. Those pics also got me in hot water with my friends who relocated to Southern California. They were heated that I left the northwest without going there first. That meant a trip to California was on the horizon; I would never live it down if I didn’t make it.
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