
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




UNDERCOVER TRUCKER: how i saved america by truckin’
towels for the taliban

 


by

Bill Schmalfeldt

 


 


SMASHWORDS EDITION

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


PUBLISHED BY:

Bill Schmalfeldt on Smashwords

 


Undercover Trucker: How I Saved America by Truckin’
Towels for the Taliban

Copyright © 2010 by Bill Schmalfeldt

 


 


All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights
under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be
reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or
transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical,
photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written
permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of
this book.

 


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places,
brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author's
imagination or are used fictitiously. The author acknowledges the
trademarked status and trademark owners of various products
referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used without
permission. The publication/use of these trademarks is not
authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark
owners.

 


Smashwords Edition License Notes

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If
you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then you should return to
Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the author's work.

 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE

 


Today’s yer lucky day. You has just purchased
a book written by one of the greatest men ever to draw a free,
honest breath of American air.

That would be me. Billy Big Rig -- the most
famous man nobody never heard of.

(And if you ain’t purchased the
book yet, stop right now and march yer ass over to the cashier, put
this book down on the counter, get out the right amount of cash or
a credit card or whatever else you got and pay for the book. This
ain’t a goddamn library, unless it is, of course, in which case you
better make goddamn sure you return this book in time so some other
American in need of enlightenment can read it.)

This might not be the first time
we’ve met. Hell, we might have seen each other out there on what I
like to call “The Killer Road.” That might have been me in that big
truck that passed you on the downgrade of that mountain pass only
to slow you down to 20 mph as the truck struggled to make the
upgrade. (Yer right… we do that just to
piss you off. A trucker takes his entertainment wherever he can
find it. And if you could see the look on yer face…HAH!)
That could have been me you cut off on the
interstate today, seeing that I was leaving a large amount of
following room behind that truck in front of me so you snuck yer
goddamn SUV in there so close to my front fender that I could read
yer silly-ass “My Son is an Honor Student at Girly Boy Middle
School” bumper sticker. Or that might have been me you regarded
with a look of disgust and mistrust and maybe even outright dread
when you paid for yer pre-fabricated breakfast at one of them
faceless and nameless and soulless corporate “travel centers” that
have replaced the hard-working and honest “truck stops” of days
gone by.

Yes, my new friend. You may have actually come
close to meeting Billy Big Rig in person today. And if you had met
me yer life would have been enriched as a result.

I can say this without fear of being
corrected. For one thing, if you contradict me yer liable to get a
face full of balled-up Iowa soup bone in the nose because one of my
very few faults is that I do not suffer fools gladly. For another
thing, I am more than likely the most interesting person you will
ever meet. I have been everywhere. I have done everything. And if I
ain’t been there or haven’t done it, it wasn’t worth the going or
doing.

Are we clear on that? Good. Then maybe we can
get started.

But first we need to be clear on something
else. My name ain’t really “Billy Big Rig.” Well, my first name is
“Billy,” but the rest is pure fabrication. And that is absolutely
the only provable falsehood you will ever read in this book.
Everything else is God’s Honest Truth. You will understand why I
need to be secretive about my real identity as we go on. There is a
concerted effort on the part of certain nefarious elements in the
government to silence me. And there’s a good reason for
that.

They know that I single-handedly saved
America. They want you to think THEY did it. So that’s why I have
to use a made-up name and keep moving from place to place like I
do.

I live in my truck. In fact I’m in the sleeper
right now writing all this down on one of them laptop computers so
I can e-mail it to this agent fella what I got who is gonna put my
story together, chapter by chapter, and get it published so the
world can finally know how close it came to utter annihilation and
how I kept it from happening. The truck is a 1996 Mack CH-613
tandem axle tractor with a single sleeper. Even that is probably
more information than I should be giving out. So don’t bother
asking what color it is. I ain’t gonna tell ya. And besides, they’s
LOTS of red and white Macks out on the road so pickin’ mine out of
the bunch wouldn’t be easy.

Now this ain’t to say that I couldn’t be
living in the lap of luxury if I wanted to. I got more money than
God. It’s spread out all over the world in different bank accounts.
Some of it is from the “advance” the publishing company done gave
me for the rights to print this here book yer looking at -- so if
yer still standing there at the book rack smudging up the pages
with yer dirty goddamn thumbs this is yer last warning to get over
to the cashier and pay for it like an honest person before I get
sore. And believe me when I tell you that the last thing ANYBODY
wants is for me to get sore.

I got a bunch of them ATM cards here in my
glove box and I make sure to not use any one of them more than once
to keep the government from pinpointing my location on them
computers they got. So money ain’t an issue for me. I just drive
from city to city, from truck stop to truck stop – sometimes
bobtail, other times with an empty trailer that I will rent just to
keep up appearances. I ain’t hauled a load – professionally, that
is – since that fateful day in 2000 when my demons finally got the
better of me, the result of which launched me headlong into this
dark world of international suspense and intrigue from which I may
never emerge.

This here first part of the story is all
common knowledge. Hell, you might have even read about it in yer
local newspaper if yer local newspaper happens to come from eastern
Pennsylvania. Against my better judgment I’m gonna tell you this
part even though it could identify me. But I guess who I used to be
ain’t a problem. It’s who I am now that the people who would like
to silence me don’t need to know about.

I used to pull a tanker for a trucking company
out of a small town in Iowa. After years of pulling box vans and
reefers around – that’s a refrigerated trailer, not marijuana just
in case yer a filthy drug-abusing teenager or illegal immigrant – I
finally lucked into getting a job in what I used to think of as
“lazy man’s trucking.” And it’s true. Ask any driver what’s hauled
boxes of frozen steaks from a meat processing plant to a grocery
store warehouse. That’s hard damn duty! For one thing, they always
load them damn trailers to within about six pounds of being
illegal. Then you gotta hope you don’t get pulled over on the way
to a truck stop before you can get yerself weighed. Then, once yer
on the scales, you find that yer almost always way overweight on
either yer drive axles on the tandems on the ass end of the
trailer. So then you gotta jump out of the cab, put on yer gloves
(if yer the dainty kind – which I ain’t) and pull that damn lever
(which is almost always stuck so you gotta rock the damn trailer
back and forth like an idiot to bust it loose) that frees the pin
that holds the tandems in place. Then you gotta remember if this
particular kind of trailer is one that you can figure on shifting
250 pounds per pin hole front or back. Then you gotta jump back
into the cab, lock the brakes on the trailer so she’ll sit still,
and then shove the tractor into forward or reverse and hope to
Jesus that the frigging thing will actually slide like it’s s’posed
to (which it usually don’t and you gotta rock the damn thing again
to bust it loose) and then pray that you move just enough forward
or back to line up the pin to the hole you want it to pop into.
Then you get back out of the cab and walk back to release the lever
so the pin will pop into the hole you want it to pop into when you
get back in the cab and drive back to the scales to see if you
figured it out right, which you probably didn’t so you gotta climb
out and do the whole damn thing over again!

See, it ain’t as simple as you might think it
is. A truck can’t be no heavier than 80,000 lbs. But that’s for the
whole truck. It also can’t be heavier than 22,400 pounds per axle.
And that’s where this whole mathematical clusterdiddle jumps up to
bite you on the ass every time. I’ve had loads that just could not
be made legal even though they was technically under weight for the
whole truck. So then you gotta either go back to the warehouse and
offload a couple dozen boxes of them frozen steaks, or you gotta
know yer way around the scales and hope that Smokey isn’t paying
all that much attention to the side roads – which he almost always
is.

Another way that hauling tanker is “lazy man’s
trucking’” is that you rarely have to load or unload the thing
yerself. Oh, there are places where you will have to hook up yer
own hoses and run yer own PTO pump to unload, or figure out the
number of gallons you can legally carry and fill the tanker yer own
self. But when yer hauling frozen meat or toilet paper, at the very
least you have to stand there and watch while some yahoo on a fork
lift loads or unloads the truck, and you better make plenty damn
sure that you get an actual count of what goes in or comes out
because if it’s short the difference comes out of YER ass, not
theirs! And if it’s frozen meat loaded from the floor to ceiling,
it’s YER back getting broke as you take each 80-pound box and lump
it to the dock and place it on a pallet so it can get
shrink-wrapped unless you wants to pay God knows how much to some
low-life illegal immigrant “lumper” who makes his dishonest living
by emptying yer trailer and yer pockets while stealing whatever he
can get away with.

Lumpers. The lowest form of humanity. They
stand around the docks first thing in the morning like lepers
awaiting the holy, cleansing touch of Christ Jesus. The only
difference between lumpers and “lot lizards” (a species of critter
which we’ll talk about later) is the kind of service being
provided. Either way, yer getting screwed and it costs you money.
Some companies reimburse their drivers for lumpers. I was never so
lucky to drive for such a company. And no company – to my knowledge
– reimburses a driver for lot lizard related expenses. Nor should
they.

So, when I got the job pulling a tanker I
thanked my lucky stars that I wasn’t gonna have to worry about
sliding tandems ever again. In a tanker they have these
mathematical formulations based on how much the liquid weighs per
gallon and they just slosh it in up to that amount. You still gotta
roll to the scales and if they put too much of the stuff in you
either gotta roll back to the plant and have ‘em pump out some of
the slop or else you gotta find a secluded back road somewhere that
you can just open up the valve and pour some of the crap out onto
the grass and hope it ain’t poisoning the ground water or any
nearby playgrounds.

Them overweight tickets you get is a bitch.
And unlike the wife of a certain Alabama county sheriff of my
acquaintance (HE knows who I’m talkin’ about!), they ain’t cheap.
And damned if the company you drive for is gonna pay for it,
either. Oh yeah, they want you to haul as much of the shit as you
can cuz they get paid by gross weight. But if you get busted for
being overloaded they say it’s yer fault. Which it is, I guess,
when you come right down to it.

But I digress.

I was thrilled to death to finally get a job
as a tanker driver. I loved every minute of it that I can remember,
and I’m sure I’d feel the same way about the minutes I can’t
remember if I could remember ‘em. Sometimes I hauled liquid
chemicals. Other times it might be caramel coloring. There was only
one thing I refused to haul and that was liquid pesticides. I just
wasn’t gonna have it in my truck. And it turns out I was, as usual,
ahead of my time in my manner of thinking on the subject. Hell,
just the other day I saw this newspaper story out of London,
England (of all places) that warned of decreasing pecker sizes
world wide from environmental contamination caused by people using
liquid pesticides on their lawns. I knew me one or two pesticide
drivers who had to stand on tippy-toes in the truck stop urinal
stalls to get their willy tips over the porcelain so they wouldn’t
soak their boots. Not that I was looking at their willies, mind
you. But a fella hears things. And my willy, truth be told, is far
too large to even be called a willy, a tallywhacker, a dingus, or
even a whatchamacallit. It is what it is -- a schlong. And if you
have any doubts whatsoever in that regard, you just go ahead and
contact the publisher who will send me yer address and I will
gladly send you an actual-size silhouette drawing to delight and
amaze yer friends and frighten yer wife. Or the other way
around.

So liquid pesticide was the only thing I would
outright refuse to haul. Therefore, no one ever asked me. Usually,
it was pure grain alcohol from some of them corn processing places
they got in Iowa – which is where I’m from. That’s even more
information that I should be telling you, but like I said, the past
is past. And it was hauling alcohol that first got me into this
mess. But we’ll get to that later.

 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


First, some history. After all, how in the
world can you expect to fully appreciate where it was I wound up
and how I saved America without a clear understanding of how it was
I got there in the first place?

I think most every little boy wants to grow up
to be just like his daddy. So I guess that I was unusual in that
respect. I didn’t want to be nothing at all like my dad. But then,
most little boys didn’t have my father as their daddy. (A fair
number in eastern Iowa did if the rampant and angry speculation was
true. But you wouldn’t expect a woman to be honest about a thing
like that if you knew my old man. It’s the sort of thing she’d
likely want to keep hid or at least kill herself over.)

As far as the county registrar would
officially certify, my dad only had two legal – and by that, I mean
legitimate – kids. There was me and my idiot twin brother
Bobby.

Now I’m gonna tell you about Mom. She weren’t
no prize pig her own self. I seen pictures of what she looked like
in high school… right up until the 10th grade when my father first
took her out on a date. Of course, instead of calling it a “date”
the cops called it “kidnapping’” since the “date” consisted of him
snatching her and another high school girl off the street as they
walked home from school and keeping them both for a spring weekend
in an abandoned cabin down along the other side of the river near
Cordova, Illinois. He must have done something to impress my
mother, though, not only did she choose not to take her own life in
disgust as many of the girls what saw the inside of the cabin (and
the outside of my dad) did, she also refused to testify against him
in court. The other girl couldn’t testify on account of she killed
herself out of shame. Mom told the cops that her weekend with my
father had resulted in her being “ruined for all other men” and she
agreed to marry him since what other man would possibly want her
now? And round about nine months later, Bobby and me was born. But
I only mention this to point out what a negative influence my old
man was. That 10th grade picture of my mom showed a bright-eyed,
fresh-faced young school girl with a lifetime of living ahead of
her. By the time that cheap wine-related liver cancer killed her
thirty-one years later she was a doughy, apathetic three hundred
pounder with six teeth, a yellow tinge to her skin and dull, dead
eyes. I think of her now, laid out in her cheap casket with a
half-assed cosmetic job done by the mortician to make her
presentable for the seven or so folks who could be bothered to come
to the wake. It was the best she had looked in years. The
expression on her face weren’t as much “peaceful” as it was
“grateful for finally being dead.”

So no, I did not want to grow up to be like my
old man. Bobby, on the other hand, looked up to my dad the way the
pope looks up to God. And it was his doom. Bobby never aspired to
be nothing more than a brutal, bullying, lay about drunk. He got
his wish – especially the lay about part after he wound up getting
crippled.

The old man, seeing that I had no interest in
his activities, doted on Bobby. He’d take Bobby into town with him
when he went out for “collections.” See, the welfare had stopped
sending him checks years ago when it was finally certified that he
had no intention to ever seek gainful employment. Still, the old
man needed money for his booze and his Quad Cities whores and there
was more than a few weak-livered men in Sabula who would fork over
$50 every week to keep smilin’ with a full set of teeth. I never
went on one of the old man’s “collection runs” myself, but Bobby
loved telling me about ‘em. He’d grin, his face speckled with the
blood of one of Dad’s “clients” (as he called them with an evil
smile) and talk about how many punches it took to knock out a guy’s
front teeth, or what it sounded like to hear a wrist bone snap when
a car door is slammed shut on it. Sometimes the old man would even
let Bobby kick a client in his bloody face just to get an idea of
how it felt to do such a thing. Bobby took to the brutality like a
dung beetle clings to poop.

Brutality weren’t Bobby’s only interest. See,
Bobby had this hobby. Other kids would play baseball or football or
whatever the hell other things kids do. Bobby got his recreation
taunting and harassing cows. He hated them. Actually, I think he
hated and feared them. We didn’t own any cows ourselves, dad being
worthless like he was. In fact, the farmer we stole land from
didn’t even know dad had built that little tarpaper shack on the
southwest forty acres of farmland until we had lived in it for a
few months. And by that time – knowing as he did my dad’s fondness
for senseless, brutal violence – he apparently decided not to do
anything about it figuring that a good Iowa thunderstorm would
probably bring our pathetic shack down around our ears most any
time, which it never did – dad’s whiskey and fire accident took
care of that and he died before he could rebuild.

So we didn’t own any cows. But there was sure
plenty of them milling around outside our shack. Bobby used to love
to run after them and taunt them. He’d throw rocks at them, he’d
yell at them, he’d call them names like “future burger” and
“walking steak” and “milk bag” and other such things that would
insult any cow who happened to understand English the peculiar way
it’s spoken in eastern Iowa. His favorite trick was to walk up real
slow and silent on a cow until he was close enough to punch it on
the snout. He liked seeing a cow’s eyes water.

Eventually the cows got wise to his antics and
would wander away from the shack when Bobby would show himself
outside. But every now and then one cow or another would show a bit
of gumption. It was just such a cow that led to Bobby’s
downfall.

Now, I didn’t see this myself. Bobby lied
about it at first. He told the authorities that he had been
kidnapped by aliens – not the “space” kind, but some of the illegal
immigrants that had been filtering into the area in the mid 1970s.
He said they took him captive and sliced out a hunk of his spine
just to be wicked. If this had happened to anyone from any other
family in our neck of the woods there probably would have been a
round up and massacre of anyone who didn’t look like he was born in
the area. But since it happened to someone in our family the
prevailing opinion was “he probably had it coming” so nothing ever
came of it.

It wasn’t until years later when I snuck him
some cheap whiskey at the state convalescent home in Iowa City
where he spent the last years of his life that he finally told me
the truth about what happened because he was trying to get right
with God at the time (something he did on a semi-annual basis
before backsliding into the worst kinds of sins a man who can’t
feel nothing below his nipples could ever hope to commit) and he
felt the need to bare his soul on the matter.

Fact was, he said, that he walked up to one of
the newer, younger cows in the herd and punched it right between
the eyes with a closed fist. The cow shook off the blow and gave
Bobby a look that set fear into his heart.

“Ever see that look in someone’s eyes when you
know that he’s just decided that he is gonna kill you?” Bobby asked
me. I told him I had seen the look hundreds of times. “Then you
understand,” he said.

He said he turned to run away from the cow and
wound up sticking his foot into a freshly laid cow flop. Ain’t
nothing greasier than a freshly laid cow flop as any Iowa boy who’s
being honest about such things will tell you. Bobby said he sorta
ran in place like a cartoon character for a second then fell face
forward into yet another freshly laid cow flop. As he laid there
contemplating his situation the cow he had offended walked up to
him, placed a hoof square between his shoulder blades, and took a
bite out of his spine. Right there in the middle of his back. Took
out a good, four-inch, crescent moon shaped hunk of his back. Then
it spat the hunk on the ground next to Bobby’s head and went to
join its herd mates, leaving my idiot twin brother lying there in
pain… but only from the nipples up.

“I’ll never forget the sound as long as I
live,” Bobby said when he finally fessed up about what really
happened. “The cow and I made eye contact. It was looking at me
like it had just accomplished some great deed for all cow-kind. The
piece of my back was dangling between its lips, and the cow smiled…
I swear, Billy, it SMILED… and it sucked the hunk of my back into
its mouth with a slurp like it was a big goddamn lasagna noodle.
Then it kind of swished the hunk around in its mouth for a second,
rolling its eyes as it seemed to be deciding whether or not it
wanted to swallow it. A disagreeable look came over the cow’s face
and it spat the hunk out like it tasted bad or something. It was
sort of a muted ‘ptui!’ and I heard the hunk make a soft, wet splat
on the dirt by my head. Then the cow walked away, waving its tail,
looking back over its shoulder at me as it went. I swear to God,
Billy, I didn’t know cows could smile. I really didn’t know
that.”

Bobby laid there in the field for seven hours
until the old man went out looking for him and found him face down
in the dirt waiting to die. Dad slung him over his shoulders like a
sheep and plopped him in the back of the old pickup truck he had
stolen. He drove Bobby out to Iowa City and left him on the steps
of the state convalescent home with a note pinned to his shirt
saying “Crippled Veteran.” Which was, I suppose, true. Years
earlier, Bobby did spend about two weeks in Navy boot camp and got
a general discharge as “unsuitable for military service” after it
was discovered that he was crazier than a shithouse rat. During the
classification procedure when they show new recruits them inkblots
they show people, Bobby said that most of them reminded him of a
cow’s genitalia. Such was his deep and disturbing cow-related
psychosis, I suppose.

Now, even though certain “nefarious agencies”
are trying to kill me and would be more than happy to harm members
of my family to draw me out of hiding, I don’t need to worry about
it. None of them are alive no more. I told you about my mother and
the cheap-wine induced cancer. Bobby died of a heart attack after
seeing one of those commercials on TV for California cheese where
the cows talk to each other like suburban housewives. And the old
man expired in a hail of gunfire after trying to “adopt” a daughter
out of a kiddie stroller in a city park and a certain sector of the
community decided “enough was enough” and the cops agreed to look
the other way and officially pronounced his death “self-inflicted”
– which in a manner of speaking it was, I suppose.

So, you can probably understand why I most
certainly did not want to take after my father in any respect
whatsoever.

The man I wanted to be like wasn’t even
related to us. I’m talking about Old Peck Klemper. Old Peck was
perhaps the most respected man in Sabula. For one thing, he owned a
fleet of three tanker trucks and he drove them all over the country
delivering precious fluids to folks what needed them. And a nicer
man you never met. He always had time for the kids, a personality
trait of his that a lot of folks didn’t understand and ended up
causing him all kinds of legal problems even though none of the
kids would testify against him on account of he was such a nice,
nice man who always seemed to have candy in his pockets.

I met him during career day at school. This
was the first time someone who weren’t a farmer came to talk to the
kids so naturally we was all excited. He brought some color photo
slides from pictures he took on some of his travels. By the time he
was finished talking to us I knew that being a truck driver was my
destiny.

As he was leaving I grabbed him by the shirt
sleeve and asked if he needed any drivers. He asked how old I was
and I told him. He agreed that 16 was pretty old to be in the 8th
grade like I was so it was apparent the taxpayers’ money was being
wasted by keeping me in public education. Fortunately, this was
back in the days when you didn’t need a commercial driver’s license
to operate an 18-wheeler, so old Peck paired me up with another
driver of his and put me to work.

Now don’t get me wrong when I say this. I am
all man, if you know what I mean and I think you do. But I loved
old Peck Klemper. And when I heard how he got blowed up in his
truck down in Louisiana by flipping a lit cigar out his driver’s
side window that got caught up in the wind and flew into the open
tanker dome of a truck where he had just emptied out grain alcohol
leaving a tanker full of highly combustible fumes, I was fair
depressed about it for weeks.

I was grateful as grateful could be that Peck
took me on. But truth of the matter is, “team driving” weren’t my
thing. Maybe that’s a result of my experiences with the guy Peck
teamed me with.

That ain’t to say the driver didn’t know his
stuff. There was just something kind of “odd” about him. He was a
tall, lanky, swarthy-looking fella with sort of a snotty-sounding
Middle Eastern accent. Said his name was “Sammy”. Peck told me he
was some kinda foreign exchange student who wanted to stay in
America and become a truck driver. “He’s a bit peculiar in some of
his ways, Billy,” Peck said. “But he’s got a good heart and a good
head on his shoulders, and he just loves America. Besides that,
he’s got some rich relatives back east. Try to get along with
him.”

I didn’t know why Peck felt compelled to throw
that last part in there. Billy Big Rig gets along with everyone –
even jerks what deserves to get their asses beat. But be that as it
may…

Sammy showed me the ropes, how to work the
truck through its gears, how to back up a trailer, all the
rudimentary stuff they teaches in the truck driving schools today.
He also taught me, although I’m sure it was not his intent, that I
was meant to be a solo truck driver.

None of Peck’s trucks was built for team
drivers. They all had single sleepers in ‘em and no passenger seat.
So you was either driving or you was sacked out in the sleeper.
Peck wanted his trucks rolling all the time. So you drove or you
slept but the truck kept moving. At least that’s the way it was
s’posed to work.

For awhile there, Peck had me and Sammy taking
care of a dedicated run between Warren, Ohio and Bethlehem,
Pennsylvania. We’d load up on liquid oxygen in Bethlehem, unload in
Warren, run back to Bethlehem for another load, truck it back to
Warren, and so on and so on. I got used to sleeping while Sammy did
the driving on the empty run back to Bethlehem. So when the truck
stopped for any length of time it would make me wake up because of
the lack of motion. There was this truck stop just on the western
side of the Pennsylvania/Ohio border that Sammy would stop at
during his part of the run. Usually he’d duck inside and get a bite
to eat or play some of them pinball games like they used to have
before the video games came along. I don’t think the dude ever took
a shower, although I didn’t complain much about it. But more often
than not, the truck would sit in that stop for an hour or so until
Sammy did whatever it was he wanted to do and we’d get rolling
again.

I put up with all manner of bullshit from
Sammy. For one thing, he would spend the toll money Peck forwarded
to us on pinball games and such. Many was the time I’d roll up to
the toll gate on the Pennsylvania turnpike spur between I-80 and
Bethlehem and see that there wasn’t a nickel in the coffee can on
the dashboard. Peck refused to reimburse me for paying the tolls
out of my own pocket. I’d tell him my suspicions about Sammy and
he’d tell me to “work it out” with him.

Sammy was always stealing my sandwich meat,
too. We kept a cooler filled with ice in the truck for sodas and
lunch meat and stuff. Sammy never seemed to have any money to buy
food and once a day he’d ask if he could make a sandwich from my
stuff. I’d usually say it was OK, then I’d give him a lecture about
blowing his money on the pinball games. But it got to the point
where he stopped even being polite enough to ask and just helped
himself.

The final straw came the day he let the lot
lizard into the truck.

I’ll explain in just a bit. But now might be a
good time to tell you my opinion about racial and ethnic
slurs.

I refuse to use them. I think using racial and
ethnic slurs proves a person to be an ignorant lout. God made us
all “people” and the fact that some of us got curlier hair and
darker skins than others don’t make no never mind to Him so it
shouldn’t make no never mind to us. But as I tell this story, I may
find it necessary to talk about situations where other people used
this disgraceful and degrading kind of language. And I ain’t gonna
keep using cutesy little euphemisms like “the N word” over and over
again. So, for the purposes of this story, I will invent words that
are racially and ethnically neutral that will ensure the flow of
the narrative without using the base and offensive words we all
learned to laugh at in grade school. So commit these to memory
because I ain’t gonna cover this ground again. Instead of using the
popular racial slurs we all know very well, we’re gonna use truck
terminology, which is something I know a thing or two
about.

When you see the word “Freightliner”, you will
know I am referencing an individual who traditionally might be
referred to by a less-enlightened person by use of “the N
word.”

If I use the word “Kenworth” then you can
assume we’re replacing an ethnic slur that would be used to defame
a person of Hispanic heritage.

People of oriental distraction? We’ll refer to
them as “Mitsubishis”.

If I say “Volvo”, then you will know we’re
discussing people who adhere to the Hebrew tradition.

The phrase “Sand Freightliners” will be
employed to define Arabs and other Middle Eastern types. I’ll be
using that one a LOT in this book.

Men who enjoy the sexual company of other men
will be called what they are. “Fags.” My tolerance only extends so
far. That shit ain’t right!

So anyway…

There we was, parked again at this damn truck
stop near the Penn/Ohio border. As usual I woke up because the
truck weren’t moving. Only instead of it being quiet because of
Sammy’s being inside the truck stop, I could hear low murmurs and
giggling coming from the cab. All of a sudden the sleeper curtain
got ripped open and I found myself looking at this Freightliner lot
lizard. She was sitting on the milk carton that Old Peck put in the
truck to serve as a passenger seat. In the driver’s seat was Sammy,
grinning like a bird-fed cat.

“Hey, wake up,” the chick said as she flung a
cassette tape of Merle Haggard music at me. It bounced off my
chest.

“What the hell is going on?” I yelled at
Sammy. He shrugged his shoulders and gave me an “innocent” look.
The lot lizard put her hand on my thigh and smiled at
me.

“Wanna party?”

“Hell no,” I said. “And get the hell out of my
truck.”

She looked over at Sammy. “He’s grouchy, ain’t
he?”

Sammy just shrugged and grinned.

“How about you, honey? You wanna
party?”

“No, I guess not,” he said with a
smile.

“All right then,” she said, and she leaned
over to Sammy and gave him a kiss on the lips which made me
suppress a silent gag at the thought of what that mouth of hers
might have been doing not ten minutes earlier in the sleeper of
some other truck. As she kissed him her right hand reached into the
coffee can on the dashboard and grabbed the $15 or so that was
there for tolls, then she opened the cab door and jumped out of the
truck and dashed off with the money. I leaned forward and watched
her scamper away like a jack rabbit between the trucks there in the
parking lot.

Sammy just sat there smiling. I sat up and
swung my legs off the sleeper bed. I crawled out of the sleeper and
opened the passenger side door and climbed down out of the cab. I
walked around the front of the truck and opened the drivers’ side
door. I reached up and grabbed a handful of Sammy’s shirt and
pulled him out of the truck. I pushed his lanky, skinny ass up
against the side of the truck and put my face as close to his as I
could get it (which wasn’t very close as he’s a good four inches
taller than I am) and hissed these words into his face.

“If you ever… EVER… let another lot lizard
into this truck while I’m sleeping, they will find pieces of yer
body scattered along the interstate. Do you understand
me?”

He said he did, and I released him. He ran
into the truck stop and it was years before I saw him again. He had
abandoned the truck and I was, for the first time, a solo truck
driver.

I called Old Peck to ask for some toll money
and he asked me why he hadn’t heard from Sammy. I told him what
happened and he told me to bring the truck back home. Then he fired
me. I guess Sammy owed him money, which Peck weren’t gonna get back
since Sammy didn’t tell nobody where he was going or how to get in
touch with him.

So there I was, without a job and no other
trucking company was willing to hire me without my getting one of
them CDLs I told ya about earlier. My only option was to either
spend a couple thousand bucks on a truck driving school or get
hired by one of them companies what trains drivers.

And that’s what I did. I seen this newspaper
ad for a company called G. B. Hunter Transport what said that new
drivers would get trained at their three-week school and then hit
the road to make big bucks as sailors on the concrete
sea.

I gotta say I liked the sound of that. Turned
out they was having a hiring seminar in a couple days so I called
and reserved a spot. The seminar was down in Davenport at one of
them economy motels where they gots horrible coffee and
cheap-looking conference rooms.

When I got to the motel the desk clerk sent me
to the Blue Heron Conference Room. It was one of them typical,
sterile, flimsy-looking cheap motel conference rooms containing
about twenty empty chairs. There was only three other persons there
besides me. Two of the guys seemed to have arrived together. One
was wearing greasy bib overalls and seemed to have a half a pound
of chewing tobacco in his yap. The other idiot was wearing a torn
denim jacket, dirty blue jeans, and a T-shirt with a popular
obscene word printed prominently on the front that I refuse to use
in this book unless I find it absolutely necessary, but then I’ll
warn you first so you’ll be ready for it. The third person in the
room was a kinda sad-looking middle aged dame. I figgered there was
probably a good story behind her decision to attend this little
briefing. The “nosy” part of me regretted that I’d probably never
know the details.

There was a long table set up at the front of
the gloomy conference room. Also at the front of the room an overly
made-up middle aged lady stood next to a flip-over display chart
bearing the G. B. Hunter Transport logo.

"Hi there," the woman said when she noticed
me. "Could I talk you into signing in?" She pointed towards a
clipboard on the table in front of her and smiled. I did like she
said and took a seat in the front row.

The woman looked at her watch and shrugged.
"Well, I guess that's all we're going to get this afternoon." Then
she drew herself up to full speaking height.

"Good afternoon, gentlemen – and lady. I'm
Ionia Henderson, a recruiter for G. B. Hunter Transport. And the
reason we're all here today is so that I can tell you about the
many opportunities available for you at today's G. B.
Hunter."

She flipped over the first chart and showed us
a drawing of two truck drivers seated in the cab of their truck.
They was clean-shaved, bright-eyed and alert. In other words,
fantasy figures. Through the windshield they gazed at a beautiful
mountain panorama. A waterfall cascaded to their left. A fawn
nibbled the grass to their right. And the road was clear ahead,
curving and turning up into a mountain village, complete with a
tall white-steepled church. The legend beneath the drawing --
"Welcome to your Office with a View!"

"We always ask people why they considered
changing their career to truck driving, and you know what most of
them say? They say it's because of the freedom that truck driving
represents," Ionia Henderson gushed. "No other job in America
affords such a level of freedom! No boss looking over your
shoulder! No office clock to punch in or punch out! No more looking
at the same four walls each and every day! The freedom of the open
road is yours!"

I knew from my limited experience that she was
right, although she did put kind of a sissified spin on
it.

"Now, let me tell you a little about how G. B.
Hunter differs from other trucking companies." She flipped the
chart to the next page, which contained a list of the benefits of
driving for G. B. Hunter. She tapped each subject with a pointer as
she talked about it.

"Our driver associates at G. B. Hunter get
premium pay," she said. "Where other companies pay their trainees a
set weekly wage, we pay by the mile! You will get a full 21 cents
for every mile you drive for us! And as a team driver, you can
drive as much as 4,000 miles each and every week!"

I did the math. She was saying I could earn as
much as $840 each week!

Yow!

Ionia went on to describe the training
program. We’d all get a free ride to the company's headquarters in
Big Arm, Montana. We’d be put up at the company’s expense in a fine
motel. The company would feed us a daily lunch, but the rest of the
meals would be out of our own pocket. After three weeks of
intensive training we’d be tested for our Commercial Drivers
Licenses. If we passed, we would each be handed off to a Driver
Trainer who would take us out on the road for 50,000 miles of
on-the-job training. After the 50,000 miles each new driver would
be paired up with a “team associate” and together they would hit
the road to begin a long and prosperous career as professional
American truck drivers.

Shit, I thought. More team driving. I almost
left then and there but the fact that there weren’t no other truck
driving opportunities available to me forced me to stay
put.

"Are there any questions?" Ionia
asked.

The dude with the greasy hair and a profane
t-shirt raised his hand. "Is it OK if we have a drunk driving
arrest on our record?"

Ionia frowned. "When you called the 800 number
to register for the seminar, didn't the person on the phone ask you
if you had any drunk driving arrests?"

"Yeah," he replied. "But I was never actually
arrested or nothing. I mean, they never put handcuffs on or nothing
like that. So would that be on my record?"

Ionia rubbed her eyes with a thumb and
forefinger. I thought there for a second that she might smudge her
mascara and eye shadow, but I couldn’t see no damage.

"Did you bring your driving record with
you?"

"Yeah.," he said as he pulled a crumpled piece
of paper out of his jacket pocket and walked to the front of the
room. He handed her the paper then smiled and waved to the guy he
was sitting next to who dutifully waved back. Ionia studied it
closely. Then she pointed to something on the page.

"This part that's crossed out in pencil --
what's that?" she asked.

"Uh, I don't remember?"

"Fine," she said. Then she looked at me and
the other people in the room. "Tell you what. Why don't the rest of
you get a start on those applications I handed out to you when you
came in. I'm going to have a word with this young man out in the
hall and I'll answer any other questions you might have when I come
back." She took the greasy dude by the arm -- he weren’t smiling or
waving no more -- and dragged him out to the hallway.

When she came back in about two minutes, she
was all by herself.

"Now, any more questions?"

No one raised a hand.

"Fine," she said. "Now, please bring up your
applications when you're finished. Then give me a call in two days,
and I'll let you know whether or not we're going to invite you to
attend our next training session." She placed her business card on
the desktop in front of me and each of the others.

It took me nearly twenty minutes to fill out
the application. They wanted a full listing of jobs and previous
addresses dating back ten years, three personal references, four
business references, three credit references and a full driving
history. Seemed like an awful lot of fuss just to get a truck
driving job. Hell, it weren’t like I was trying to get hired as a
bank president or brain surgeon. But I hung in there with it and
got it done.

When I was finished, I walked to the front of
the room and turned in the application. Ionia took a good, hard
look at it.

“You drove a truck before?” she
asked.

I told her I had.

“And you got fired?”

I explained the reasons.

“And you didn’t have a commercial driver’s
license?”

I told her that Old Peck said I didn’t need
one.

“Well, the law has changed,” she said with a
frown. “Are you sure we can put you in a truck with someone and not
have any problems?”

“Long as he keeps the lot lizards out of the
truck,” I said.

“We’ll insist on it,” she said. She looked
closer at the application.

"And when do you think you would want to begin
training?"

"As soon as possible, I guess," I
said.

She continued smiling. "You didn’t actually
assault your other co-driver, did you? I mean, you didn’t strike
him?”

I told her I felt like strangling him but
through a super-human effort of self control I managed to turn
loose of Sammy before rupturing any of his internal
organs.

“We’ll check into that,” she said, clearly not
quite willing to take my word for it, not that I could blame her.
“If that checks out, from what I see here, there won't be a
problem," she said. "Call me in two days. We have to run that
background check, of course. But I think you'll be just
fine!"

And it was fine. Two days later I called Ionia
and she gave me the happy news that I had been accepted and that I
should be at the Davenport bus station on Monday morning to take
the bus to the G. B. Hunter Transportation Training Center in Big
Arm, Montana. So that Monday morning I climbed on the bus and saw
that sad-eyed woman I told you about. She noticed me and patted the
empty seat next to her.

“So, you got hired?” she asked.

I told her, yeah, I did, and she
smiled.

“Well, sit down here,” she said. “Looks like
we’re gonna be bus buddies.”

Turns out her name was Lisa. As the bus rolled
out of Davenport and along I-80 towards Des Moines, I got to pretty
much hear her entire life’s story. She told me about her eighteen
years of unhappy wedlock to her high school sweetheart who started
using her for his personal punching bag not even three months into
the marriage. She talked about her two kids -- a son and a
daughter, how she suspected that her son had picked up his father's
nasty habit of spousal abuse after she noticed some
all-too-familiar bruises on her daughter-in-law's shins and thighs.
Pinching and kicking had been one of her dear departed husband's
trademarks. Seeing that the son she tried so hard to protect from
his father's brutality had turned into a brute himself hurt her
more than anything her husband ever did to her. I told her about my
father and idiot twin brother just so’s she’d know I understood how
she felt.

She talked about how her daughter had grown up
strong and smart and would never let a man treat her the way she
had been treated. She talked about how one day the abusive asshole
of a husband of hers had been chasing her around the living room
looking to add a bruise or two to her collection when he suddenly
keeled over from a heart attack. There was a brief investigation by
the police but even they eventually seemed to realize that one less
asshole in the world was no great loss. She said she played the
grieving widow at the funeral then used the $50,000 life insurance
check to pay off the mortgage. By the time the bus stopped for a
dinner break in Minneapolis, I knew more than I thought I'd ever
know about the sad-eyed blond I first saw at the cheap motel
conference room in Davenport.

The remainder of the bus trip to Big Arm was
more of the same. Lisa confided her hopes and dreams about her new
career. She had rented her house in Davenport to her daughter and
her husband, who was a nice guy and a dentist but just a little bit
too dense for her liking. She was gonna save what she could and buy
her own truck some day. I was kinda impressed with the woman after
awhile. She seemed to know what she wanted out of life and what she
was gonna do to make it possible.

We had a six-hour layover in Bismarck, North
Dakota, so me and Lisa crossed the street from the bus station,
tilted back a couple beers and chowed down on some fresh-made
cheeseburgers at a bar and grill. After nearly two days of eating
nothing but microwaved fare, it was great!

On the way back to the bus station, Lisa
pulled a small breath freshener spray bottle out of her purse and
shot two squirts into her mouth. She handed the bottle to
me.

"Help yourself," she said. "Bus drivers get
hinky if they smell alcohol on your breath."

I considered the spray canister, put the
nozzle a few inches in front of my open mouth and pushed down
twice. It had the taste of frozen cinnamon.

"Whooo!" I said. "Stuff has a
kick!"

"Yeah, but it works," Lisa said.
"See?"

She turned to me, grabbed the breast of my
shirt with both hands and pulled me close. Before I could react she
kissed me full on the lips. It was quick and shocking.

"Kissing fresh!" she said, a wicked smile on
her face. For the first time in recent memory I couldn't think of a
thing to say.

Lisa slapped me on the chest. "Now don't go
getting all sentimental on me," she said. "I ain't coming on to
you. I just wanted to express a little appreciation for having
someone to talk to. It'll be nice having a friend for the next few
weeks."

"Likewise," I said. Still, I found the sudden
display of affection to be somewhat off putting, if you know what I
mean. The way I was raised, it’s the man who is s’posed to grab the
woman and force his unwanted affections on her. Not the other way
around. Sad to say, I just couldn’t consider her as anything more
than a “bus buddy” for the rest of the time I knew her.

And that’s sad, cuz up to that point I was
givin’ serious thought towards seeing if she wanted to knock boots
with me when we finally got to Big Arm.

For the remaining hours of the trip we barely
spoke to each other. Lisa would try to draw me out in conversation
and I’d just act like I didn’t hear nothing. Sometimes I would
answer in grunts. Other times I would pretend to be asleep. Finally
she give up trying.

When the bus got to Big Arm I called the
Hunter terminal as I had been told and a shuttle-van arrived in
about forty-five minutes. We was whisked to the Blue Top Motel.
Without speaking to each other, Lisa and I grabbed our bags from
the back of the van and went to the motel office.

The next morning was the first day of school.
The same van showed up at six in the morning to haul us to the G.
B. Hunter Building, which looked just like one might expect any
modern office building to look. Three stories tall, it seemed to be
made almost entirely out of glass. In fact, the only thing that
made it look different from any other office complex in the
industrial park on the northwest side of town was the large parking
lot filled with shiny red trucks and trailers.

The van passed through the main gate, getting
only a nod and a wave from the guard. We rolled around to the back
of the building. I eyed the rows and rows of Hunter trucks as the
bus drove by and I could see myself behind the wheel.

"Whoa, Mama! Lookit them trucks!" this dude
named Luther said. Luther was my roommate at the motel. He was from
Lancaster, Pennsylvania. He had thick, dirty black hair, a long,
shaggy, dirty black beard, and wore dirty blue jeans, a dirty
flannel shirt, and a torn, dirty flannel jacket. He smoked four
packs of cigarettes a day. He would wake up at 2 a.m. to have a
cigarette. Then again at 4 a.m. When the alarm went off at 6,
Luther spent the first fifteen minutes of the morning hawking up
snot and spitting it into the sink.

At night, when it was quiet, I swear I could
hear the tumors that must be in his lungs creaking and rubbing
against each other.

"Man, I can't wait to get behind the wheel of
one of them trucks.” Luther babbled. “How about you, Billy? Billy?
Huh? How about you?"

"Same here, Luther! Can hardly wait," I said
to shut him up.

But it was the truth. I hoped that this day of
administrative chores would go by quickly and make way for
tomorrow, when -- according to the schedule -- us students would
get our first behind-the-wheel training.

"Cripes, how much do you suppose this building
cost them to build?" Lisa asked. "I'll bet they don't have anything
like this up in Sabula, now do they Billy?"

She nudged me in the ribs with the point of
her elbow and grinned. There was something in her expression that
seemed to be saying, “Sorry if I scared you by kissing
you.”

"Hey, we've got a brand new saddle and tack
store that we're all pretty damn proud of," I said, with a look on
my face that I hoped she understood to mean, “Don’t worry, toots.
Yer forgiven. But we ain’t gonna be knockin’ boots.”

The van came to a stop in front of a door with
a sign saying "New Driver Training Facility" above it.

"This must be the place," Lisa
said.

The driver opened the door and us new G.B.
Hunter trainees made our way into the building. Signs in the
hallway directed us to Room 105. It was a big room with several
rows of long tables in front of fold-up aluminum chairs. A gray
haired man with a face like tooled leather stood by the door
greeting us as we entered the room. He wore a red golf shirt with
the G.B. Hunter logo emblazoned on the left breast.

"Everyone take a seat and we'll get started,"
he kept saying as we made our way into the room. The back of the
room filled up first. Lisa and me took seats near the middle of the
room. Luther, as you might expect, sat down right next to
me.

When everyone was seated the gray haired man
shut the door and took up a position behind a podium -- also
bearing the G.B. Hunter corporate logo -- at the front of the room.
To his right was an overhead projector and a stack of
transparencies. A movie screen had already been pulled down from
its holder above the blackboard on the wall at the front of the
room.

"All right, people, let's have it quiet. We
have a lot to do and a short time to do it, so the sooner we get
started the sooner we'll be finished." Then he stopped and sniffed
the air. “Who’s smoking?” he asked. “The sign on the wall says ‘No
Smoking.’ Who the hell is smoking in my classroom?”

We all kinda looked at each other, and I
looked right at Luther sitting next to me.

“Not to be a tattle tale or nuthin’, but I
think that smell is comin’ from Luther here,” I said, pointing to
the little dude.

“I get that a lot,” he said. “The smoke smell
comes out of my pores. Nothin’ I can do about it.” He
shrugged.

The gray-haired man looked at the two of us,
his face crinkled with more lines that a road map. Then he shook
his head and turned to the business at hand. The general
conversation in the room dimmed to a dull murmur.

"Good morning gentlemen, and lady," the
gray-haired man said when satisfied that he could be heard. His
voice was low and gravely.

"My name is Roy Finster. I am the senior
instructor here at the G. B. Hunter Training Facility. I'd like to
take this opportunity to welcome each of you to the start of what
could be a very rewarding career. You're going to be asked to do a
lot of things during these next three weeks. Now, I'm not trying to
discourage any of you, but not all of you are going to make it
through this course of training. In fact, if current trends hold
up, we figure that about half of you will be gone by the end of the
first week. By the time we get to the company testing, only a third
of you will still be around. Of that number, half will not be able
to pass our company testing, which is far more strict and severe
than the testing imposed by the State of Montana. Now the good
news! If you make it past our company testing, then you stand a
very good chance of getting your CDL and being offered a job with
G. B. Hunter."

"Paints a rosy picture, doesn't he?" Lisa
whispered. I nodded my agreement.

"Now, there's a reason I tell you this,”
Finster continued. “If you looked through your packet of paperwork,
you saw something called a promissory note. You are all going to
sign that paper in just a few moments. When you sign it, you are
making a promise that you will stay employed with G.B. Hunter for a
period of 12 continuous months. We hope you will stay with us much
longer than that. But you must stay with G. B. Hunter for at least
12 months or you will owe us $2,000 to cover the cost of your
training. We do not feel obligated to train new drivers so that
they can leave us and go drive for West Side, CRST, or any other
company. Furthermore, and here's the reason I gave you those bleak
statistics a minute ago, if you fail to cut the mustard and are
dropped from training – or if you choose to leave at any point
after the close of business today -- you will be charged a
pro-rated portion of that $2,000. It comes to $100 per day, today
being a free day. What that means is, you sign the promissory note,
you go back to the motel tonight, you decide at noon tomorrow that
maybe you don't want to be a truck driver after all, we say fine!
You owe us $100. If you stay for the two weeks leading up to
company testing then fail to pass our three specific tests, we say
good luck and you owe us $1,400 for 14 days of training. Is that
clear?"

Somebody near the front of the room raised his
hand. Finster pointed at him and said, “Yeah?”

A balding man, mid-20s with a stocky build and
an “AC-DC” T-shirt stood to ask his question.

"You mean to say that even if we try as hard
as we can, we can't cut the mustard as you said, we owe you
money?"

"That's about the size of it," Finster said.
"Even if you don't pass the course, G.B. Hunter has expended a lot
of money to train and house you for that period of
time."

"Screw a whole bunch of that shit." The person
who asked the question stalked out of the room. Everyone else
watched him go. Finster waited until the door was closed before
continuing.

"A dramatic departure, perhaps. But he leaves
without owing G. B. Hunter any money. So, if there are any others
in the room who feel so inclined, please feel free to say so right
now. The company will pay for your transportation back
home."

He waited a few moments. No one else seemed to
be in the mood to leave. "Fine then," Finster said. "I can assume
then that the rest of you will give it your best shot. And who
knows? Maybe this will be the first time that an entire class gets
through the program."

"Except for that guy," someone said just loud
enough to be heard. We all got a good laugh out of that.

"Yeah, except for that guy," Finster said.
"Are there any other questions?"

He waited another moment. Nobody said nothing
else.

"Wonderful. Now, let's start filling out
paperwork."

I was determined I was gonna give this here
truck driving school my very best effort. I lasted nearly two
weeks.

I really had given it my best effort, too, but
somehow I just couldn’t get the knack of the 45-degree backup thing
we had to do. The pre-trip inspection? Piece of cake. Memorization
always had been easy for me, and in this case you didn’t even
really need to memorize all that much. All a driver had to do was
read off the various parts of a truck from a small card, point to
where those parts would be on an actual truck, and explain what one
would be looking for in an actual pre-trip inspection.

The actual driving? Certainly not a problem
after the time I spent driving with Sammy.

Most of the remaining skill tests? I had no
problem bringing the truck to a stop within a prescribed area. I
was able to make a hard right turn without squashing a red cone
with the rear trailer tires. I was able to back up in a straight
line with no difficulty whatsoever.

The one skill I could not master, as hard as I
tried during that two weeks of school, was the 45-degree backup.
Now at this point of my celebrated career I can do it with my eyes
closed – which I oft times do just for the practice! But back then,
for whatever reason, I just couldn’t figger it out.

In this test, the driver pretends to pull away
from a dock. You turns the semi tractor to the left and continues
until the truck is bent at a 45-degree angle or more. Then, the
driver is required to back the truck to a prescribed point, but no
further. The driver is given two “pull-ups” – pulling forward to
reattempt the maneuver – before points is taken away.

Most of the drivers in my training unit
mastered the maneuver with no problem. But not me. I kept getting
my left confused with my right. I treated the steering wheel as if
I was backing up in a regular car – just the opposite of the way
one has to handle the wheel of a big rig, where if one wants to
make the trailer veer to the left, he has to jack the wheel to the
right.

Every time I tried the maneuver, I watched
helplessly as the back of the trailer first ran over the orange
cones, then over the painted lines that represented a loading dock,
then over the white line that represented the dock door, all the
while with the miserable son of a bitch Roy Finster screaming at
me.

“God damn it! Watch where the hell you’re
going! Jesus! Oh my bleeding CHRIST! That’s my brand new PETERBILT
you just backed into…”

I finally reached the limit of my patience
when Finster referred to me as a “fat, shaggy-headed
mothergrabber”. Only, he did not say “grabber” if you know what I
mean, and I think you do. I shifted the truck into neutral, put my
foot on the brake, pulled the dual buttons setting the parking
brakes, and turned off the engine. I opened the driver’s side door
of the International cabover I had been training in and climbed to
the ground. I walked toward Finster, who looked at me with an
expression that revealed a mixture of wonder and terror. I gathered
him with both hands by the collar of his company golf
shirt.

“If this was a real truck stop, and you was
yelling at me like that while I was trying to back up, I’d stop
this truck, climb out and break yer mothergrabbing spine,” I hissed
through clenched teeth. (And I didn’t say “grabber” neither!)
Finster stared in panic, his mouth opening and closing.

“I don’t need to hear no fascist, repressed,
former boy scout boot camp drill sergeant asshole hollering at me
while I’m trying to concentrate,” I said, finally releasing my
grip. I turned around and began walking toward the truck to finish
the maneuver. But I never got the chance. Another instructor saw
what I had did and motioned for me to follow him to the classroom.
There, the dude said it was the school’s policy to prosecute
drivers who threatened the instructors and they would forego
charges if I would just voluntarily withdraw from the
training.

Given the choice, I decided on withdrawal. The
dude reminded me to expect a payment book in the mail to help me
send in my regularly scheduled tuition repayments. I smiled as I
told him to expect to see top hat and tuxedo-wearing monkeys to
spring forth from his anal orifice tap dancing to classic Fred
Astaire tunes before he should ever expect seeing a nickel of Billy
Big Rig’s money.

So I took the bus back home to Iowa and a few
weeks later saw an ad for a tanker truck company that was looking
for “experienced drivers, no questions asked.” I passed their
orientation course and got my CDL and immediately went to work as a
tanker truck driver.

Of course, no truck driving orientation course
is gonna teach ya everything ya needs to know about life out there
on “The Killer Road.” That stuff ya just gotta learn by being out
there. But if after reading this book ya gets a hankering to become
a truck driver (as I s’pects most of you will), let me put down a
few pointers right here and now that will help you along the
way.

 


 



Stay Off the Goddamn
CB!

 


The trouble with a lot of them damn truck
driving songs they come up with in the 1970s is that they was all
about the citizen’s band radio and the trucker’s unique
relationship with it. “Convoy” started it. Then there was that cute
one by Cletus Maggard called “White Knight.” And then there was
that one about a Smokey pretending to be a fag – the song was
called “CB Savage” and it makes me sick to think of it to this day.
None of them damn songs has a word of truth in ‘em. The CB is a
pain-in-the-ass squawk box that’s more trouble than it’s worth –
but ya gotta have one in case you need it. If yer out on the road
and you bust a tire or yer in an accident, the CB is handy. It’s
also good for keeping track of where the Bears are located so you
can get yer foot off the pedal in time to keep from getting an
expensive “safe driving award” as we used to call ‘em. But in the
wrong hands, like credit cards and weapons of mass destruction, the
CB is a menace.

I don’t know what it is about truck drivers.
Out on the highway we tends to be as nice as pie to each other.
When one truck passes another, the driver what got passed flashes
his headlights to let the passing driver know his trailer is clear
of his cab and he can pull back into the right lane. Then the guy
what passed him gives a little flash of his trailer lights to thank
you. Sometimes, he’ll come on the CB and say something cute like,
“Blink blink, flash flash and all that other trucker trash.” Or
just a plain, “thank ya, driver.”

Get them same two truckers into a truck stop
and they starts acting like idiots. We calls ‘em “CB Rambos.” They
crawls back into their sleepers and pulls the CB mike back there
with ‘em and starts picking fights. Calling each other names,
impugning each other’s manliness, all the while saying some of the
worst foul and racist things you’d think you’d ever hear in this
modern day and age. God forbid some driver with an African American
accent would ask a question over the CB in a truck stop. You can
bet yer stash of beef jerky that at least one idiot is gonna fire
up the mike and say something like, “I didn’t know they let
Freightliners have CBs.” (And again, I refers you to the fact that
I am officially refusing to use that kinda language in this here
book and will instead use truck terms where racial slurs arise in
conversation.)

Also in the truck stops is where the fags and
lot lizards get on the CB. The fags is generally quiet and brief.
They’ll say something like, “BJ, go to 25.” That means if yer
looking fer some man mouth, click yer CB to Channel 25 and make a
date. And you can bet that practically every CB in the parking lot
clicks to Channel 25 so see if anyone answers that call. Most
often, they don’t.

The lot lizards what gets on the CB can be
entertaining. Sometimes they’ll just ask if anyone’s looking fer
some “commercial company.” Then some fella will chime in and ask
the lot lizard to describe herself. Sometimes they’s honest, most
of the time they’s not. Lemme ask you this – have you ever seen a
pretty hooker other than Julia Roberts in that “Pretty Woman”
movie? No sir, most of them girls what services the sexual needs of
strange men in truck stops got a hard and bitter look to ‘em, and I
can’t find any blame in that at all. You think yer job is hard?
Mercy!

Anyway, the lot lizard will find a customer
and go to his truck, collect her money, perform her services, and
then use that driver’s CB to set up her next appointment. Actually,
it’s a pretty efficient way to do business I reckon.

Then you got these idiots what’s got toys for
their CBs. Sound effects. Buzzers. Horns. And they plays with ‘em
over and over and over again until yer just about ready to go on a
truck-by-truck search until you can find the idiot what’s doing it
and shove his entire CB rig up his ass. One dude I recall had the
sound effect of a woman “experiencing extreme pleasure” if you know
what I mean and I think you do. He kept playing it over and over
and over again. I got on the CB and told him that if that’s the
only way he could ever expect to hear that particular sound, well,
I for one felt mighty sorry for him.

He came back and said a bunch of things,
including a word that I have promised myself I will not use in this
book. It rhymes with “trucker.”

I am not by nature a violent man but I firmly
believe that drivers what uses the toys on their CBs to annoy other
drivers should be detected, dragged from their trucks and
beaten.

Then you got these drivers what thinks it’s
their obligation to you as a fellow man to tell you every time yer
about to be passed by a car with a decent looking woman in
it.

“Hey there driver, check out that Honda coming
up along side you right now. That girlie in there is wearing short
shorts! And her hand is between her legs! Whooooaaaaa!”

Drivers like that need to get home more
often.

So, when you get that first truck driving job,
get yerself a good CB that will work when you need it. And then
stay the hell offa it!

 


Keep An Eye On Yer
Truck!

 


The world is full of smart asses. And a lot of
‘em drive truck for a living. So keep an eye on yer truck at all
times. And I ain’t just talking about that “first thing in the
morning” walk-around that yer s’posed to do.

Yeah, first thing in the morning it is a good
idea to grab that Gatorade bottle fulla pee you filled up during
the night from under yer sleeper bunk and head out to check around
the truck. Look at the glad-hands connecting yer air hoses to the
trailer. The wrong time to realize you ain’t got air going to the
brakes is when yer rolling down a steep grade and that school bus
in front of you is coming up real fast. Check the tires. And I mean
CHECK ‘em. Give ‘em a good thump with that billy club you got in
the cab to ward off hijackers, thieves and religious types what
wanna put flyers on yer windshield. If the tire’s full, the club
bounces back real nice when you whack it. If it ain’t, it won’t.
You don’t wanna be dragging a flat trailer tire down the highway.
That’s where all them big ass chunks of tire you see on the road
come from. We call’s ‘em “alligators” – cuz they lay there, curled
up on the road, waiting to BITE ya! (As long as yer back there at
the ass end of yer truck, this would be a good time to empty out
that jar of pee where nobody can see you do it.) Check to make sure
no one’s lowered yer dollies (them legs what holds the trailer up
when it ain’t connected to a truck) or pulled yer fifth-wheel (the
thing that the kingpin of the trailer hooks on to so yer truck can
tow it). Smartasses DO love to wander around truck stops at night
and pull fifth-wheel pins. And if you got a heavy trailer, you
might not even know yer trailer’s been disconnected from yer truck
until it slides off the truck on the highway and you sees it
passing you by on that same downgrade heading towards that same
school bus. And then EVERYBODY gets killed and you don’t get no
safety bonus that quarter.

Like I said, don’t just check in the morning.
Check any time yer truck is out of yer line of sight for more than
a minute or two. When you come back from eating breakfast, check
yer truck! When you walk back from the pisser at the rest area,
check yer truck! Any time some moron has more than five minutes to
get between yer truck and trailer and create mischief – CHECK YER
TRUCK!

 


Be Smart When Parking the Truck at
Night

 


This is important if you wants a good night of
rest. If you park in a truck stop what is frequented by lot
lizards, you ain’t gonna get a good night sleep because every few
minutes some hooker is gonna pound on the side of yer truck asking
if yer looking for some “commercial company.” Most of these
sissy-ass “travel centers” they gots now do a fairly good job of
keeping these disease carriers out of their truck lots. But they’s
other things you will want to keep in mind when yer shutting down
the truck fer the night.

First, when you pull into the lot see if you
can find a spot where you can just pull the truck through to park
it. If yer tired, backing the trailer into a tight spot can be
frustrating, difficult, and hazardous to yer quarterly safety
bonus.

Also, it’s best to find a place that’s a close
walking distance to the business part of the truck stop. They’s a
very practical reason for this, and of course I’m speaking about
the midnight poop attack.

When yer at home in yer own bed, this is not a
problem. You feel the urge to get up and poop, you get up and poop.
Then you goes back to bed, gets under the covers, where you goes
right back to sleep.

When yer parked in a truck stop in Clearwater,
Minnesota, and it’s January and the air temperature at 2 a.m. is
-37 degrees, and that’s without factoring the wind chill, the whole
“getting up to poop” situation takes on a new and life-threatening
dimension. So you wanna make sure you park close to where the
bathrooms is. It’s a good habit to get into.

On a side note, it’s also a good idea to learn
how to ignore yer butt when it tells you it has to poop. Sometimes,
as I has learned, yer butt don’t know what the hell it’s talking
about.

Back in my early days of driving I’d sometimes
get woke up in the wee, early hours by a tummy rumble and the old
familiar urge to avail myself of the porcelain facilities. If yer a
lazy man who doesn’t want to go through the time and effort of
turning on the sleeper dome light so you can find yer blue jeans
and a shirt, a pair of socks and yer boots so’s you don’t have to
wander thru the truck stop in yer underwear – which is something
they generally frown upon – then you wait until the need becomes
less of a suggestion and more of a demand.

I wish I had a quarter for every time in them
days that my butt would kick up a fuss at two in the morning
demanding to be taken into the truck stop so it could poop. I’d get
myself dressed – and damned if this sort of nonsense didn’t tend to
happen more often when it was colder than an Ohio Highway
Patrolman’s smile outside – and trudge to the bathrooms in the
“truckers only” area in the truck stop. I’d plunk myself onto the
toilet expecting to hear the horrible, horrible sound of a sick
belly wash only to hear the trumpeting “phoooooooooooooot!” of a
big stinky ball of gas after which the urge vanishes!

“Damn it,” I’d tell my butt. “You coulda done
that in the sleeper!”

“Sorry,” my butt would say. “I thought I had
to poop.”

“Quit being such a baby and learn some
discipline,” I’d tell my butt as I pulled up my pants, gathered
myself, and trudged back out to the truck.

Now I don’t budge until I’m absolutely certain
that further delay will result in my rendering the sleeper
uninhabitable. Start training yer butt now. You’ll thank me
later.

 


Don’t Be a Jerk to the
Cops!

 


When the cops pull you over – and the cops
WILL pull you over – get off yer high horse and knock off the
attitude.

I learned this early on in my career,
including one incident I’ll talk about later that ended up with me
getting married. But please understand that because yer a truck
driver, the cop is already expectin’you to be an asshole. Do not
prove him correct!

Now, from personal experience, here is a list
of things you should never, ever, NEVER say to a cop when he walks
up to the side of yer truck after he pulls you over:

 


* * * *

Do I know how fast I was going? Yer the idiot
with the radar gun, stupid! You tell ME how fast I was
going!

Does yer mama know yer a cop? She didn’t say
nothing to me about it when I had her ankles up by her ears back
there at the truck stop.

Oh, good! A moron in a cop hat!

Shit! Now I’m gonna have to break that promise
I made to my probation supervisor about not beating up cops no
more!

Listen, officer, before you start asking
questions – what’s yer blood type and have you been tested for
AIDS?

No, I ain’t staring at you officer. I’m just
trying to figger out how much of yer corpse I’m gonna be able to
fit in my cooler.

Would you mind telling me yer name, officer?
Next time I’m in Washington, DC, I wanna check and see if it’s on
the Police Memorial yet.

Yeah, you can see my license and registration…
just so long as you can get to yer gun before I get to
mine!

Whatsamatter, officer? Didn’t I get yer wife
home by curfew last night?

Oh, and when you DO talk to yer wife, make
sure and tell her the little bumps she noticed on my crotch was
“crabs” and not “herpes.”

* * * *

You will not get off to a good relationship
with the arresting officer by using that kind of talk. Even if you
know fer a FACT that yer about to be hauled off to jail, yer only
making matters worse by taking such a hostile approach.

Again, this is experience talking. Yer best
bet is to be polite and professional.

Here’s another example. Now this happened
recently, which is after my attitude improved about things in
general. I was rolling through Indiana on I-65 when I got to the
truck scales just before the Indy circle. It was one of them days
when the Bears was bored and they was bringing in all the drivers
to check their paperwork. I didn’t have a load (cuz I don’t carry
freight no more – don’t have to cuz I’m wealthy), so I went in with
my log book. There was this other driver in there. He looked like
he hadn’t seen the inside of a shower for a couple weeks. His hair
was long and greasy and his t-shirt looked like he’d been using it
to check the oil in his truck’s engine. His bills of lading (the
paperwork that shows what yer carrying in the truck) was all wadded
up and filthy, and his log book looked like it had been drawn up by
a right-handed person using his left foot with a pencil in
it.

Now, you can imagine that them scale cops took
their dear, sweet time to go over this mook’s papers with a fine
tooth comb. Basic rule – if you looks like you got yer shit
together, they will generally assume that you do.

Most of the time. Not always.

Back when I was driving tanker truck, I was
running empty on my way back from Indianapolis to the yard in Iowa.
I had aired out the tanker and was making good time when I crossed
from Indiana into Illinois on I-74. I was barely in the state when
I noticed a cop in a station wagon behind me lighting up his bubble
lights. He got on the CB and said, “Put it in the rest area,
driver.” So that’s what I did.

I slid the truck into one of them diagonal
slots they got in the truck part of the rest area and he pulled up
alongside. I could see on the side of his station wagon the words
“Illinois State Police – Tanker Enforcement Division.”

“Damn it,” I thought. “This boy’s looking fer
a payday.”

Well, this will show the benefit of having all
yer ducks in a row. The cop came out of his car and walked up along
side the cab of my truck.

“Good afternoon, sir. License, truck and
trailer registration please?”

“No problem, officer. It’s in the side
compartment of my door here. I’m gonna reach down and get it for
you.”

(Always let the cop know if yer gonna reach
for something where he won’t be able to see yer hand.)

I dug down and got my permit book which held
the truck and trailer registration and handed it out the window to
him.

“I’m gonna pull out my wallet now and get you
my license, sir,” I said. And I did. I pulled the license outta the
wallet and handed it down to him.

“Very good,” the tanker cop said. “Sit tight
and let me run a check and I’ll be right back.”

He went back to his car and I just sat there
with both hands on the steering wheel. Again, I can’t over
emphasize how much cops likes to see yer hands at all times during
these here interactions.

After a few minutes he came walking back with
my license and permit book. “Bills of lading, please,” he
said.

“Well, sir, I’m currently running empty, but
here’s the paperwork from my last load.” I handed it out the window
to him. It was folded neatly. He looked at it and nodded his
head.

“So, you were carrying alcohol. Has your
trailer been cleaned out yet?

“I aired it out, sir,” I said.

“So, you probably have your dome lid
unfastened, right? That’s a violation.”

He reached fer his ticket book.

“No, sir. It’s fastened. Climb on up and take
a look.” He frowned and walked over to the ladder on the side of
the tanker trailer. Then he climbed up. What he saw was the dome
lid cracked open, with one of the lugs tucked inside the rim to
keep it open and the other lugs tightened down on the lid to keep
it in place. Perfectly legal. He climbed back down the
ladder.

“OK, you got away with that one,” he said.
“How about your valves?”

“I can’t complain,” I said with a smile.
“How’s yers?”

The cop’s eyes narrowed and I knew right away
he weren’t in the mood for being funny. “Are you some kind of smart
ass?” he asked.

“I’m sorry, officer,” I said. “The valves is
all tight and closed.”

“I’m gonna take a look,” the cop said. And he
did. And they was. He didn’t seem to be in quite the good mood he
was when he pulled me over. He came back to the cab of the
truck.

“Give me your log book,” he said, forgetting
to say “please” this time.

I handed it down to him, not worried in the
least. Billy Big Rig ain’t never been one for driving illegal. You
only gets so many hours a day to drive and they didn’t pay me
enough to risk my life and everyone else’s by driving
tired.

He pulled a little calculator out of his shirt
pocket and started adding up the “on duty” hours for each day of
the past seven, which is all that counts when yer getting yer log
book audited. Then he frowned again. Perfectly legal.

“I’m gonna inspect the truck,” he said getting
grumpier by the moment. That’s when I decided to have a little fun
with him.

“I’m glad to oblige, officer,” I said. “Never
hurts to have a second pair of eyes take a look at things, just to
keep it safe.”

He didn’t answer. He had me turn my headlights
and then my high beams on and off. He checked my turn signals front
and back, the flashers, and the trailer lights. All working just
fine, thanks!

“Whoa, that sure does make me feel good to
know everything is in order,” I said. “There’s only one way to
drive, officer! And that’s SAFE!”

He still didn’t answer. “I’m going to check
your brakes,” he said. He crawled under the cab and then under each
axle of the trailer to ensure that there was the proper amount of
play in the brakes. There was. Perfectly legal again. He came
crawling out from under the trailer all covered in gravel. He
didn’t look happy at all.

“Everything OK down there?” I
hollered.

“Come back to my car,” he grumped. I crawled
down from the cab and joined him inside his “Tanker Enforcement
Division” vehicle. He started filling out the inspection report. No
violations. I talked the entire time as he wrote. The more I
talked, the more pressure his pen put on the paper.

“Yes sir, I know that a lot of truck drivers
get all bent outta shape when they get pulled over for one of these
things. But not me! No sir! Like I said back there when you was
crawling around in the dirt under my trailer, it never hurts to
have a second pair of eyes to check things over. Ya only get one
life, ya know, and the wrong time to find out you gots something
wrong with yer truck is when it breaks down and you find yerself
stranded along side the road. If not worse! What if something
breaks and you lose control of the truck and cause an accident?
That could have tragic results. So I don’t mind these inspection
stops, not one bit! And you know what? This here perfect inspection
report yer writing for me means a bonus in my paycheck! That’s
right! Our safety department back at the terminal gives drivers a
$50 bonus every time they passes an inspection with no gigs. You
didn’t give me any gigs there, I notice, so that’s fifty bucks for
me! Thanks! Do you get a bonus when you give a truck a perfect
inspection score? No, I don’t suppose you would. From yer point of
view, you guys actually do better from a financial position if you
gives a truck a failing score cuz of the fines you collect. I sure
hopes they don’t dock yer pay for giving me a passing score,
officer. I sure hopes they don’t. Because of you now, I can sail on
down the road, obeying the speed limit, knowing that this truck is
safer than safe. I won’t have to worry about…”

I could hear the pen tearing the paper as he
signed his name on the form. He tore it offa the pad, crumpled it
in his fist and pushed it into my lap.

“Get the hell out of my car,” he
growled.

“10-4, officer!” I hopped out and tipped my
hat to him.

“And you have a fine day, sir,” I said as he
spun his tires making a quick exit to search for more profitable
prey.

I got back into my truck and keyed the mike on
the CB.

“Breaker, tanker drivers heading in to
Illinois. Tanker inspector on the prowl, just this side of the
line. And he’s in a baaaaad mood! Get yer shit
together.”

Bottom line – even though that cop was an
asshole, I had my shit together. There weren’t nothing he could do.
But if yer like most drivers, the chances that you have ALL yer
shit together at ALL times is few and far between. So be nice to
the cops. You might catch a break.

And there ends the lesson – for now. I may
have some more hard-learned wisdom to impart as we continue. But
for now, it’s important that you know how much I loved tanker truck
driving and how thrilled I was to land that job in Iowa. And that
was the beginning of the road that ended for me in Karns City,
Pennsylvania.

Of course, it didn’t actually end there.
Actually, it was just the beginning.

So to speak…

See, out there on “The Killer Road”, a fella
learns things about himself. Sometimes he learns ‘em too late. For
instance, I didn’t know that I was a problem drinker until one
fateful day in 2000. But now that I look back on it, I realize my
whole damn family is a bunch of problem drinkers. My father burned
down the first house I lived in as a kid by smoking cigars while
drinking his home made whiskey. My identical twin brother got
crippled by teasing cows when he was drunk. My mother used to sit
at home and drink that cheap wine they sell in the refrigerated
cases at the convenience stores until it gave her a tumor in her
liver that killed her. And then there was me. I got so good at
driving with an elevated blood alcohol content that driving sober
was actually a frightening experience.

Now, I ain’t gonna say this is true for all
alcohol tanker drivers. But some of the ones I hung around with
lived by a code. We felt it was an honorable code because we may be
a lot of things, but we ain’t thieves. The code is a simple
one:

“Whatever they pumps out is theirs. Whatever’s
left in the neck? That’s mine!”

See, the “neck” is that part of the valve
system what they got in these tanker trailers that runs below the
actual tanker itself down through the valves to where you connect
the hose so they can pump out the juice. A lot of places do a good
job of sucking that tanker dry. But some places will leave a little
bit behind. I don’t know if it’s because they’s sloppy, or because
they know about “the code.” Either way, a lot of the tanker truck
drivers of my acquaintance would keep two jugs under their sleeper
bed. One – usually a Gatorade bottle – to pee in, the other –
sometimes also a Gatorade bottle – to hold whatever alcohol got
left in “the neck.”

And so it was on that cold January day in 2000
when I offloaded 7,000 gallons of pure grain alcohol at a food
flavoring plant in Cockeysville, Maryland. My dispatcher sent me
orders to head to a tank wash in Parker, Pennsylvania to get the
tank cleaned out. Then I was supposed to head south to this
chemical plant in Karns City, about nine miles south of the tank
wash.

It was a drizzly, dreary morning in Maryland
when the guy unhooked the hose and told me the tank was dry. By the
time I got up to Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, the rain had turned to
ice. It was a shitty, miserable day for driving. I clawed my way
north along Highway 22 and by the time I got to State College the
ice had turned to snow and it was just plumb frigging dangerous to
be out on the road. Besides that, I was sober so I was really in no
shape to be driving an 18-wheeler.

By the time I made it up to I-80 there was a
good five inches of snow on the interstate. Luckily, I had been on
this particular trip dozens of times so I didn’t really need to see
the road to know where I was going. I made it to the Emlenton exit
and headed south on Highway 208, which turns into Highway 268
heading down to Parker. Let me tell you something about Emlenton.
When you come off the interstate and take a right there’s this
steep-ass hill going straight down – I think it’s actually a
ten-percent grade – toward the city along the Allegheny River.
Ordinarily it’s fun! Sorta like a rolly-coaster ride. For kicks
sometimes I’d even see how far I could drive down the hill with my
eyes closed. But not on this fateful day in 2000 with eight inches
of snow on the road and an empty trailer behind me. When conditions
are slick and snotty like they was that day a heavy trailer brakes
better. An empty trailer is likely to jackknife on you if you ain’t
careful, especially on a snowy downhill run like that. So I eased
it down the hill until I found myself down in the valley. And it
was a pretty sight, kinda like a Christmas card with the snow
clinging to the tree branches and making the little Pennsylvania
town look like one of them paintings you see in old ladies’ living
rooms. I would have enjoyed it more but by then I had been sober
for God knows HOW many hours and the bright snow was making my eyes
hurt.

I made my way along Highway 268 there for
about, oh, seven miles or so. Now, right before you get to Parker
there’s this sharp right hand turn and all of a sudden yer on this
steep upgrade. Instead of concentrating on the road, I had been
concentrating on the white hot ice pick of pain that was stabbing
me right between my eyes. So instead of building up a good head of
speed to be able to take the hill, I rolled around the curve at
about 30 miles-an-hour which was WAY too slow to have any chance of
making it to the top on a snow covered highway. I made it about
halfway up and then my drive wheels started spinning and I found I
was sliding backwards and fixing to jackknife. And Billy Big Rig
ain’t NEVER jackknifed no trailer! So I managed to stop the slide.
Through some skillful maneuvering I was able to straighten out the
truck, and then in what turned out to be my best act of truck
driving ever, I backed down the hill, around the curve, another
quarter mile, and then gave ‘er the gun. This time I had enough
forward momentum to make it to the top.

I drove through the little town of Parker to
the other side of town where the tank wash was. I rolled in, parked
the truck, and went in to the office to announce my presence. The
dude behind the desk told me that there was a bunch of other trucks
ahead of mine so I’d just have to wait. And that was fine with me
as I was exhausted from the superhuman effort of getting
there.

I waded through the snow back out to my truck.
On the way, I got the idea that would ultimately change my life and
lead to my being in a position to save America.

I reached under my sleeper rack and found my
Gatorade bottle. I only had one at the time so I hoped there might
be enough left over alcohol in the valve neck to give it a good
rinse out first. Not that it would be a deal breaker if there
weren’t mind you, but still I felt it was best to be as hygienic as
possible given the circumstances.

I made my way to the back of the tanker,
opened up the stainless steel doors and popped off the valve cover.
I pumped the little lever that opens up the valve in the tanker’s
belly and then gently turned the wheel to allow a bit of that
clear, sweet nectar to flow out. (I haven’t touched a drop since
that fateful day in 2000, but even as I describe it to you I can
clearly remember the smell, the taste, and that peculiar sensation
in my brain that the first sip of pure grain alcohol provoked. And
even now, more than a decade later, there’s times when I miss it
something fierce.)

I poured out just a trickle into the Gatorade
bottle and closed the valve. I needed just enough to rinse out
whatever dried-up pee might be in the bottle. I swished it around
good and poured it into the snow which instantly melted clear down
to the pavement nine inches below. Then I reopened the valve and
let the precious liquid run into the bottle.

I suppose in a manner of thinking what
happened after this was the fault of the dude what unloaded the
tanker in Cockeysville. I don’t know if he was just being lazy or
was in a hurry to get to a coffee break or whatever but there’s no
way a responsible, professional truck unloader should have left
that much alcohol in a tanker he was being paid to empty. I filled
up the Gatorade bottle, amazed at my good fortune, and belted it
straight down. Wondering how long my luck would hold out, I filled
the bottle up again. Then again. Then again. Then a final time. At
that point, I figured that tanker was plenty clean enough and that
I didn’t need to wait to get it washed, so I crawled back into the
cab and headed out of the tank wash, south to Karns
City.

For this part of the story I need to rely on
the police reports because frankly the last thing I can clearly
recall was climbing back into the truck. From what the reports say,
I flipped the truck over on its side trying to make the turn from
the highway to the chemical company. It’s true what they say about
God looking out for drunks and idiots, because if I had flipped
that truck over coming OUT of that plant with the stuff I was going
to load up on, instead of going in empty like I was, the chemical
would have created what the newspapers called “a kill zone with a
fifty-mile radius” where nothing would grow for at least thirty
years. So, if there’s anything good to come out of this story
(besides my being in a position to save America later on), it was
that.

The cops finally found me, naked, shivering
and blind in a concrete culvert near Butler, Pennsylvania. That’s
nearly fifteen miles away. I have no idea how I got there. My sight
returned (much to the surprise of the prison doctor) some time
later, and being able to see the people I met in the gray bar hotel
was clearly instrumental in what happened next.

 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


There weren’t even a trial. No need for one.
What would have been the point? I was guilty. I mean, what the hell
was my defense gonna be if I decided to challenge the charges? That
someone FORCED me to drink all that alcohol? Now that’s not to say
something like that couldn’t have happened because I have been in
situations where I’ve been pinned to the floor, dirt or pavement
and had far too much alcohol forcibly poured down my gullet by
people who wanted me to roll my eyes back in my head and die, but
this weren’t one of those times. Out of sheer boredom and gross
stupidity on that fateful day in January 2000 I poured that gallon
(or so) of clear, tasty grain alcohol down my own throat of my own
free will so help me God just like it said in the indictment. Billy
Big Rig ain’t no liar. When I screw up I take my medicine. And in
this case, the prescription was a fifteen-year sentence at the
Pennsylvania State Correctional Institute in Albion.

And while I’m on the subject, I’d like to take
a minute to both thank and scold the good people of Pennsylvania
for having such a fine prison system. I’ve bunked down in hotels
that weren’t as nice as that jailhouse what they got there at
Albion! They got ten different housing units, a big old multi-use
building with a chapel, library, medical facility, school and other
stuff. They keep the sex offenders separate (in D Wing) which is a
blessing for all concerned, and they even have a unit designed to
help inmates what reads below the 8th grade level which I certainly
would have taken advantage of if I had any interest in it
whatsoever, which I clearly did not.

And it certainly ain’t like I haven’t spent no
time in some really, filthy, nasty-ass jails in my time. One
example springs to mind.

Back around 1995 I was parked in a truck stop
in Moss Point, Mississippi. It was a warm night – not so warm that
I wanted to run the engine all night so’s I could use the air
conditioner, but warm. I figgered I could just leave the window’s
open a crack to let a little air flow through the cab while I
slept, so that’s what I did. As this was a small truck with just a
regular little bench sleeper in it, there weren’t no place to stash
clothes so I just hung my jeans over the back of the driver’s seat
and hit the sack.

Must have been a couple hours later when I
felt the truck shimmy a little, as if somebody had just crawled up
on the running board. I opened my eyes a tad and saw someone
working a bent-up coat hanger in through the window crack on the
passenger side, down to the handle that cranks the window open and
shut. The coat hanger was twisted into a loop at the end that fit
over the knob on the window crank, and the dude working the coat
hanger tool was able to crank the window down with it.

I watched with a smile on my face and silently
thanking the Good Lord in Heaven Above as I had been hoping that
the next time someone wanted to rob my truck while I was in it I’d
be awake to watch it happen. I had something in mind for this
dude!

As soon as the dude stuck his arm in through
the window I grabbed it by the wrist, slapped on a pair of
handcuffs that I carried for just this sort of occasion, and cuffed
his arm to the inside door handle.

My, but he struggled! I crawled out of the
sleeper and sat down on the driver’s seat. “Morning, asshole,” I
said. “Is there something in my truck that you need?”

The dude just screamed and pounded the roof of
my truck with his free fist. He called me all kinds of filthy names
as he demanded that I release him immediately.

“What’s that, asshole?” I asked. “Did you just
say you wanna go for a ride?”

He started screaming even louder.

“Well, no reason why good chums like us can’t
go take a little ride together on such a lovely morning,” I said as
I fired up the truck. I rolled out of the truck stop with this dude
hanging out my passenger side window, cuffed to the door handle,
wetting himself in fear for his life.

I got the truck on I-10 and headed east
towards Mobile. Then I turned on the radio. I checked out my
unwilling passenger’s face. He looked kinda pale but his eyes was
wide open.

“Let me turn this radio up so’s you can hear
it better,” I said as I put my foot down on the hammer and sped up
to about 60. I could hear the wind whistling through the window and
the dude’s long, dirty hair was whipping around like a pretty
fashion model in one of them shampoo commercials.

“Whoa! Ain’t this some fun?” I hollered at the
dude. “Ain’t you GLAD you come by to visit my truck this morning?
We’s goin’ to ALABAMA!!!”

We got almost to the state line
when I noticed the several cop cars following me. I figgered
someone back at the truck stop had dropped a dime on this thief and
they was coming to collect him. Otherwise I wouldn’t have backed
down the truck quite as easy as I did. (Back then before my attitude change I figgered that if the
cops wanted me bad enough the least they could do was chase me for
awhile. I’m ashamed of some of the ways I used to think about
things back in those days.)

Of course you probably already figgered out
what happened. The cops didn’t want the thief. They wanted me. I
guess some terrified four-wheel drivers saw this dude clinging onto
the side of my truck and turned me in. And the dude told what I
admit was a pretty convincing story to the jury about how I dragged
him out of the truck stop and clamped his wrist to the inside door
handle – not for trying to steal my pants, but because he had long
hair and I hated hippies. Which I did. Still do.

Lucky fer me the dude had a history
of robbing people’s trucks at that truck stop, so the original
charge of “attempted first degree murder” got reduced to “willful
endangerment” or something like that and I ended up doing a year at
the Jackson County Jail in Pascagoula.
(They calls it the “Adult Detention Center” like it was a place
where they keep you after school for misbehaving. What a load of
crap. A jail’s a jail. And this was a tough one.)

This was not the best year of my life. For one
thing I was in a cell with five other guys, none of whom held much
regard or affection for regular Caucasian-American working men like
me, except for the affection they tried to take by force every
night which they never did get although I lost about forty pounds
from all the strenuous exercise I got making sure of that
fact.

Then there was the group showers. There was
this one huge, hairless Freightliner dude who always wanted to
stand next to me. For the first few months he’d just stand there
soaping parts of his body (you know what I mean) more than what was
really necessary to get ‘em clean, smiling at me. Then he started
knocking the soap out of my hands.

“You dropped yer soap,” he’d say. “G’wan, go
get yer soap. Pick up yer soap.”

Then the other prisoners in the shower would
throw their soap bars at my feet. “Get our soap, too, Billy! Pick
up our soap!”

But I wouldn’t do it. They’d all start
chanting, “Soap! Soap! Soap!” and then the guards would come in and
fire rubber bullets until the ruckus calmed down.

Like I said. It was a tough year.

But this here Albion? It was a nice
place! Just two guys to a cell and everybody got “soap on a
rope”! (Although there was this one fella
who kept dropping his soap anyway. “Oh, goodness!” he’d squeak. “I
just can’t seem to hold on to my soap!” Then he’d bend over, giving
everyone a real good look at his back door. “I’m bending over to
pick up my soap,” he’d holler out real loud just in case anyone
passing in the hallway outside the shower was interested. He’d
fumble with the soap, get it in his hands and drop it again and
again and again. “I’m still all bent over here, bent over and naked
and soapy in the shower,” he’d holler. I never did see no one give
him the attention he was crying out for. These violent
man-butt-lust prisoners don’t mind taking it from ya, but they
prefer a struggle. This dude was too willing. It was a pathetic
thing to see. That shit ain’t right!)

Anyway, I had a pretty good
impression of Albion. Clean, safe (except, of course, for D Wing),
and in no way a deterrent to crime. So people of Pennsylvania, if
you wanna lower yer crime rate you better stop making such nice
damn prisons or yer gonna have people breaking the law just so they
can hunker down in Albion for a few years. (I can’t speak to the other prisons in Pennsylvania. But that
Albion prison is just FINE! Except, of course, for D
Wing.)

Anyway…

Like I said earlier, it was some time before
my vision came back. After a couple weeks in the prison hospital I
was able to distinguish light from dark. Shortly thereafter I could
see colors and shapes. That’s when they decided I didn’t need to be
in the hospital no more and they slapped my ass into a cell in the
general population.

I was hoping that I’d get a cell to myself
this time. It was a foolish hope but it surely does make the jail
time pass in a much more pleasant fashion when yer not worried
about losing yer rectal virginity to some 350-pound axe murderer
who likes how you fill out yer prison jeans and can’t wait to get
‘em offa you. Not to say I’ve spent an inordinate amount of time in
lockup but I have a permanent crick in my neck from being forced to
constantly look behind me in my as-of-this-date completely
successful endeavor to protect my anal virtue.

But, as usual, no such luck – solitary cell
wise. When the guard toted me to my cell upon my release from the
prison sick bay there was one of them swarthy Sand Freightliners in
there waiting for me. The guard opened the cell door and I stepped
inside with every muscle in my body tensed up for a
fight.

See, that’s what usually happens during yer
first few minutes in a jail cell with some criminal you’ve just
met. You fight. At least, that’s been my experience. I usually
start the fight if I’ve been given a chance to size up the dude and
I’m sure I can take him. If he’s bigger or more potentially
psychotic than I am, I generally give him the courtesy of letting
HIM begin the fight. But it can go either way.

This time I still couldn’t quite see clearly
enough to make out whether or not I was gonna be starting the fight
or merely participating once it began. I could tell he was tall and
skinny and I remembered enough about my co-driving days with Sammy
to remember that these Sand Freightliners give off kind of an oily
smell from the unusual and un-American stuff they like to eat (as
if a little bit of pork once in a while is gonna kill ‘em or
something) – and it is NOT racist to say that! It’s an observation
of a provable fact! If people eat only certain kinds of things,
they are gonna give off an odor in their sweat. People from India,
for instance… ever been in one of their homes which can be found
just off from the office in cheap motels around the country? You
think they spray the air with chutney? Hell no! That’s CURRY
leaching out through their skin! Kenworths with all the spices they
eat… go ahead! Sit in an unventilated room with one for fifteen
minutes and you’ll think yer in the kitchen of a Taco God Damned
Bell! And I dare you to sit in the back seat of a taxi with a
Mitsubishi and not think about soy sauce. Do yer own experimenting
on this and you will see that I am right.

So here I was -- fresh in a new jail cell and
not knowing whether protocol demanded that I start the fight or
wait for him to take the first punch. So I sat down on my bunk and
just kinda waited. Nothing happened. The dude just sat there on his
bunk smiling at me. I thought he might also be wondering which of
us was supposed to commence belligerencies. Then he
spoke.

“Al salaam a’alaykum!”
(Note: I had to look that up to make sure I was
spelling it right. All the time I spent with these people and I
never did learn to speak more than just a few words of their desert
jibber-jabber.)

At first, I thought the feller was just
clearing his throat, so I didn’t say anything. Then he did it
again.

“Al salaam a’alaykum!”

“The hell you say,” I replied. And that made
him smile even bigger and I figgered we was just moments away from
grappling. Then he said it again.

“Al salaam a’alaykum!”

“I don’t give a good God damn WHAT you like,”
I said with an angry sneer that had been known to frighten women
and weaker men. “And you better not try to SHOW me nothing,
neither, or I’m gonna punch yer teeth out the back of yer skinny
neck.”

Now, that may have been a bit more belligerent
than the situation demanded. But it sounded to me like this Sand
Freightliner was, in fact, talking to himself saying “I’ll show him
I like him.”

I tensed up, ready to spring from the edge of
my jail cell mattress and strap on the wrestling hold I invented
during my junior high school days that wound up making wheel chair
jockeys out of at least three kids before they kicked me off the
team because they thought I was crippling people on purpose, which
is something I wasn’t able to deny to anyone’s
satisfaction.

The dude across the cell from me just laughed.
And it weren’t a hostile “I’m gonna jump rope with yer innards”
kinda laugh (and believe me, I’ve heard that one lotsa times). No,
it was a warm, jolly kinda laugh. Like I was amusing him on some
level. He shook his head and stroked his long, salt-and-pepper
beard as he laughed.

“I do not think you understand me,” he said.
“I am just saying ‘peace be with you’ in my language. It’s like
saying, ‘how do you do’. I mean no offense.”

“You better not,” I said, not quite ready to
stand down from a potential fight in the brewing just
yet.

He extended his hand for me to shake it. “My
name is Qaboos,” he said.

“Like the back of a train?” I asked. Remember,
to this point my only association with Sand Freightliners had been
my ill-fated co-drivership with Sammy.

“It sounds like that, but it’s spelled
differently,” he said. “Q-A-B-O-O-S. My full name is Qaboos bin
Ziyad.”

I was starting to loosen up a little so I told
him that I doubted I’d be able to remember his name for long and
was it OK if I called him “Choo-Choo” for short.

“No,” he said and the smile left his face.
“Never call me that. It is an offense.”

“Caboose it is, then, I guess.” I told him my
name and it started getting even more clear that this guy weren’t
gonna fight with me. I still wasn’t convinced that I could trust
him to stand behind me in the shower. But he seemed like a gentle
sorta dude, so for the moment I was willing to give him the benefit
of the doubt.

As the days went by I learned more and more
about my cell mate. He was from Iraq. His family had been
persecuted by Saddam Hussein and fled the country. His father was a
doctor near Washington, DC. The reason Qaboos was in jail was
because he fell in with a bad crowd and robbed a liquor store three
years earlier. To hear him tell it, getting arrested actually saved
his life. Since coming to Albion he had started associating with a
group of religious Sand Freightliners and had started to more
seriously practice that Moslem religion these people seem to set
such huge store by.

He even tried selling me on his religion, but
at that point I wasn’t having none of it. You’d think it was the
swellest thing since sliced eggs, but I just wasn’t buying it. Far
too much of that whatchacall “self deprivation.” No sex without
being married. No drinking. And worst of all, no pork or other
pig-related products.

Shit. I’m from Iowa! You go and try
to get a corn fed Iowa boy to give up sex and drinking yer gonna
have trouble enough. But toss in “give up pork” with it? Just
forget about it is all. Not that I held any huge truck with the
religion I was raised in, and by that I mean Catholic.
(Know how Catholics are supposed to give up
something for the season of Lent every year? Back in 1975 I gave up
being Catholic.) But I still had enough
love of Jesus in my heart to know that He was not top dog in this
here Moslem religion. And the last person I want to offend is
Jesus.

I mean, think about it for a minute. Look at
what Jesus did for us. And excuse me if I get all televangelist on
you for a minute but the Spirit is moving my heart to share this
with you.

Go back in time in yer mind a couple thousand
years. Imagine Jesus up there in Heaven doing whatever the heck it
was he did up there before having to come down to Earth. His Pappy
God comes up to him and says, “Jesus, c’mere a minnit, boy! I need
You to do something for Me. I need You to provide salvation for a
sinful world by going down to Earth and living there in abject
poverty and misery for thirty-three years until they nail You to a
tree and make You bleed to death so that they can be with Me for
eternity in Heaven.” And Jesus drops what He’s doing and DOES it!
Without a word of complaint, except for that “let this cup pass my
lips” stuff in the Gospel the night before Good Friday (which
always seemed like a pretty odd thing to call that particular day…
I mean, I don’t s’pose it was all that “Good” for Jesus, now was
it? I should say not!) But he DOES it! You got kids? Try to get one
to take out the damned garbage without having to be told a hundred
times. That Jesus was a GOOD boy!

But I digress.

“You should come to know the peace of the
prophet,” Qaboos would say several times a day to the point of
getting annoying about it. Every time I lost my temper over one
thing or another (which happened a lot because even now I am not
known for my gentle nature and patience), he would smile and say
“you should come to know the peace of the prophet.” More than once
I responded by saying, “yer gonna come to know a piece of my foot
in yer ass if you don’t shut up,” but I think deep down inside he
knew I was just angry and bitter and not much more violent than yer
average felony prisoner.

Still, he was always working on me. Like
chipping away at a big rock with a little chisel, chunks of my
resistance started piling up at my feet only to be swept away by
the gentle broom of his calm demeanor and understanding,
compassionate nature.

Now, I know how that sounds. So get that
thought out of yer head. Like I said, Billy Big Rig ain’t no fag
although prison can be a lonely, lonely place.

After several months of trying to decide
whether or not my cellmate was just being nice so’s I’d let my
guard down and then he could kill me without having to exert a
superhuman effort (Billy Big Rig ain’t easy to kill!), I finally
decided that he was a decent sort and Qaboos and I got to be pretty
good friends. And I even got to know some of the other Moslem guys
he palled up with. There was Athazaz, a chunky and smelly dude from
Saudi Arabia and Chicago who was in the slammer for shooting his
wife for flirting with an air conditioning repairman. Kashif was
there for the crime of mouthing off to a cop. (I used to get a
laugh every time someone called Kashif by his name and I’d say
“bless you.” It got old after awhile and I finally quit it when
Kashif promised to gouge out one of my eyes and eat it right in
front of me if I ever said it again.) Mahbeer was in jail for
selling drugs. (I had a joke about his name too but Qaboos told me
that Mahbeer was the sort of person to kill first and ask questions
later if people made fun of him so I kept it to myself.) And then
there was Basir. I don’t think I heard Basir say two words the
whole time I was in Albion. He was skinny and angry-looking. He was
in jail for killing a cop. He missed out on death row, from what I
was told, because the cop had been beating him with a night stick
when Basir defended himself by breaking the cop’s skull with a
brick that happened to be lying there on the sidewalk. Of course
Sand Freightliners just don’t get away with killing cops, self
defense or no. So it was life in prison for Basir.

Quite the little gang we had. A bunch of Arabs
and all-American me. I think they mostly liked me for my sense of
humor. I liked them cuz they wouldn’t eat the pork that the prison
served about once a week and they gave theirs to me! In fact, I got
so fond of them Arab critters that it broke my heart in December
2000 to have to go to the warden to turn them in when I caught wind
of their plot to escape.

There’s times, with all that followed, that I
wish I had just kept my yap shut about it. But then, who would have
saved America?

 


 



CHAPTER FOUR

 


I was actually kinda surprised that the warden
agreed to see me. In the eleven months that I had been a guest at
Albion I had asked to see the warden no fewer than thirty-six
times. Mostly it was just to impress myself on the dude’s mind that
I actually existed so if I should all of a sudden turn up gone he’d
miss me. I’d complain about the food mostly – it’s too hot, it’s
too cold, it’s got bugs in it, there ain’t enough bugs in it, stuff
like that. He agreed to see me the first few times, but after about
a week of daily bitching about whatever it crossed my mind to bitch
about he finally caught wise and told the guards that he was
finished seeing me unless I had something important to tell
him.

I guess he felt an escape plot by several Sand
Freightliners was important enough to interest him.

Now I couldn’t very well just ask a guard to
tell the warden I wanted to see him. You do that out in the open
often enough you may as well just tape a sign to the back of yer
uniform that says “Free Beer for the First Ten Convicts to Kill Me
and Sodomize My Corpse.” (On a side note, I did once know a truck
driver who committed suicide like that. Well, not exactly like
that. But sorta. He parked his alcohol tanker truck just at the
crossroad off an off ramp on the Cross Bronx Expressway in one of
the roughest parts of New York City. He stripped down to his
skivvies and crawled on top of the tanker with a megaphone I’m told
he purchased just for this occasion. Then, over the megaphone, he
shouted, “I gots me here seven-thousand gallons of pure grain
drinking alcohol. And it’s yers! But first, you gotta kill me!” I
chuckle to this day when I think about it. That tanker was drained
dry before the dude’s body was cool.)

So as I have explained, being up front with
the guards ain’t a smart thing to do. Some smart ass convict will
see what yer doing and think that yer ratting on him. Which you
probably are so you have whatever sorta physical agony that gets
doled out in a dark, lonely corner of the prison where the guards
can’t hear your screams and ignore it if they do coming if you ask
me. Billy Big Rig ain’t no rat.

Except in this case, and – truth be told – it
was pure selfishness that made me hand that poorly-spelled note to
the guard telling him why I wanted to see the warden. I ain’t had
what you could call a lot of friends in my life. I was feeling
mighty close to these here Sand Freightliners and I was sorry to
hear that they was planning an escape without taking me
along.

So I slipped the note to a guard by pretending
to punch him in the face. (I managed to poke it into his mouth and
stuff it between his tongue and cheek before he could bite down on
my finger – which, of course, he did.) I must have been pretty
convincing in my acting cuz the guard took me right down to the
floor with a backhanded swipe of his billy club. (And this would be
a good place to refute that rumor popular among truck drivers that
the “billy club” got its name from the large number of times I been
hit by one – or several at a time. They was called “billy clubs”
long before I was even born, and my unfortunate association with
them is just a sad coincidence.) Then while we was rolling around
on the floor with him trying to cuff me and before the tasers made
me lose control of my bodily functions and fine motor coordination,
I managed to slip a note into his mouth telling him I needed to see
the warden… and why. The note asked them to come up with some way
of taking me out of the cell so as to make it look like it weren’t
my idea.

I gotta give the warden credit. He really made
it look like I was being taken from my cell against my will. A
bunch of them guards showed up at my cell door and shot me again
with one of them electrical taser guns they got. I fell to the deck
kicking and twitching and saying all kinda foul things about their
sisters and mothers – soon as I could control the muscles of my
face enough to talk, that is. Qaboos climbed up on his bunk and
kept out of the way, which was the smart thing for him to
do.

They covered me with one of them big, dense
blankets and kicked the living crap out of me until I laid still
like I should have in the first place except for the fact that I
wanted to make a good show out of being forcibly extracted from the
cell so as not to tip off my cell mate where I was
going.

As the guards dragged me down the hall
bleeding from the mouth (a busted tooth will really tear up the
inside of yer lips and cheeks I’ve learned a long time ago), I
could hear my cell mate and his buddies yammering in that Sand
Freightliner jibber-jabber way they got of talking that I surely
didn’t understand then and even now, years later, it all sounds
like a bunch of angry guys trying to clear phlegm out of their
throats.

There’s a procedure for getting in to see the
warden. I don’t know if this is how it’s done in every prison to
every prisoner but here’s how it was done with me. First they
dumped me out of the blanket into a holding cell. Then with six
guards holding me so I couldn’t kill the man who was doing it, a
guard peeled off my clothes until I was naked as the day my drunken
mother first saw and then tried to smother me. (At least, that’s
how the family legend goes.) Then the guards retreated as I kicked
and punched and bit and they slammed the cell door behind them so
another guard could spray me down with the high pressure water hose
until all the fight was out of me. Then another guard shot me with
one of them tranquilizer guns they got at the zoo to get me, as
they used to call it, “agreeable.” Then it’s back in the blanket
and I’m carried to the warden’s office where I’m dumped on the
floor and then handcuffed naked to a chair.

I looked up through the wet, dripping hair
hanging in my eyes and saw the warden sitting at his desk and two
of the biggest Freightliner guards in the place standing on either
side of him with that “Step Outta Line and We’re Gonna Send You to
JESUS” look in their eyes.

“What is it this time, Billy?” the warden
asked me. “Find another meal worm in your oatmeal?”

I told him that I wouldn’t bother him with
something that could be so easily digested. Then I told him what
Qaboos and the other Sand Freightliners had in mind. That seemed to
wipe the self-satisfied smirk from his face as he flipped from
computer screen to computer screen – checking their records, I
s’pose.

“All of them, you say?” he asked.

“All of them,” I said.

“And have they asked you to go with
them?”

“No, they didn’t,” I said, a little miffed
that the warden was seemingly having a little sport at the fact
that my new friends wanted to leave without taking me with
them.

“Do you want to go with them?” the warden
asked, and the look in his eye told me that he was hoping I would
say yes so he could have one of them big Freightliners standing
next to him shoot me right there in the chair and say I got it
trying to escape.

“Hell no,” I said. “Escaping is against the
law. Billy Big Rig ain’t no law breaker, no matter how many times
you guys throw me in jail.”

After the warden and guards was done laughing
the warden wiped his eyes and asked, “Are you sure you don’t want
to go with them?”

I shook my head and lied. “This
here’s a nice prison,” I said… and yeah, that part was true as I
have so colorfully described earlier. The lie came when I said,
“Them Sand Freightliners – no offense to them regular Freightliners
you got standing there next to you – can all go to hell as far as
Billy’s concerned.” (I had recently taken
to referring to myself in the third person to bolster my sagging
self-esteem following what came to be known as “The Karns City
Close Call.”)

“Are you sure?” the warden asked again, and I
noticed he was fiddling with something in a desk drawer.

“Is you as deaf as you is stupid?” I yelled.
“I told you what’s going on. So let me out of this chair and get
some clothes on so I can get back to my cell and in time to watch
Oprah.”

My blood froze as I saw what the warden had
been fiddling with. It was a hypodermic syringe with some sort of
glowing, green fluid in it. He handed it to one of the
Freightliners standing next to him, and he and the other
Freightliner walked across the room to my chair. The bigger
Freightliner held me steady while the other one jabbed the needle
into my neck and injected me with what I thought at the time must
be some kind of radioactive plutonium that would either kill me or
at least make me much easier to keep track of at night.

But all it did was put me right to sleep. And
when I woke up I was still naked -- handcuffed to yet another cold,
metal chair in a brightly-lit white room with no windows. The
warden was there and so was the two Freightliner guards what
knocked me out.

“If yer trying to make me want to escape yer
doing a dandy job of it,” I said although it didn’t sound like me
talking at the time, my throat being dry and my mouth feeling like
it was full of dirty cotton.

“If I can’t talk you into it, maybe someone
else can,” the warden said. He walked to one of the walls and
pushed a button. A door slid open in the same way that doors slide
open on “Star Trek” and into the room stepped Bill Clinton,
President of the United States of America. Evil incarnate! It made
my skin crawl to gaze upon him.

Clinton walked to the center of the room. He
handed a cigar to the warden, then to each of the Freightliner
guards. They all lit up, filling the room with delicious smoke.
Clinton sat down in a chair facing mine -- a safe, non-kicking
distance away.

“How ‘bout you, Billy? Want a see-gar?”
Clinton asked.

“Take that see-gar and stick it somewhere,” I
told him. I laughed at the politically satirical nature of my
retort, having read the Ken Starr that said where it was Clinton
actually did enjoy sticking them things from time to time although
it did seem like a sad waste of tobacco to me.

(Actually, out of all the things
that asshole Clinton did while he was president, that probably made
me madder than anything. Of course a man’s gonna chase after the
little fat girls from time to time. A man ain’t a man unless he’s
chasin’ down some freelance tail. It’s all a matter of what you DO
with it when you CATCH it. And Bill Clinton weren’t no gentleman.
Now, I don’t blame him for lying! Hell, that’s what men DO when
they’s caught dippin’ the wick where they oughta not be dippin’ it.
I don’t even blame him for lying to the court about it. It’s their
job to prove you did it, not yours to prove it for ‘em. And the
merciful God in Heaven above knows I put MY hand on a Bible or
two [actually, 17] in my time and swore I didn’t do what God and me BOTH know I
did. So it ain’t that! And neither do I really blame him for
messin’ up the little fat girl’s purty blue dress for her, though
the least thing a gentleman shoulda done was at least NOTICE he
landed a shot on the cloth and offer her a tissue or sumthin’. No,
the thing that gets me madder than a wet skunk is the way he wasted
a perfectly good cigar by puttin’ it – up THERE! And this weren’t
probably no Swisher Sweet or Rum Soaked Crook or any other cheap
cigar made from the floor-sweepin’ leftovers from when they makes
cigarettes with all the wood chips and rat poop and toenails what
goes into them cheap stogies that you can git over the counter at
the truck stop for $4 per box. You just GOTTA know that the
President of the United States is gonna be chewin’ on some FINE
cigars. Maybe even CUBAN, although they’s illegal. So the thought
of this red-cheeked, soft-handed, bulby-nosed asshole treatin’ a
$35 cigar like a 75-cent tampon made me right sore. Still
does.)

“I like your spirit,” he said with that little
chuckle that made real Americans want to strangle him. “You from
Arkansas by any chance?”

I told him I was from Iowa and that the one
by-God reasons that Iowans tolerate the state of Missouri was that
it kept Iowa from having to bump borders with his God-forsaken hell
hole of a state.

Clinton looked back over his shoulder at the
warden. “This here’s shithead’s a sassy one, ain’t he?”

“Want me to have Bingo and Chuck knock some of
the sass out of him?” the warden asked and that’s how I learned the
names of the two Freightliner guards.

“Naw, I don’t think that will be necessary
once our friend here understands just what it is America needs for
him to do,” Clinton said, and then he put his elbows on his knees
and leaned toward me and for just an instant I thought I might be
able to kick the cigar out of his yap. I tried, but he jerked his
head back just out of reach of my pointy yellow
toenails.

“I don’t gotta understand one single goddam
thing,” I sneered. “I happen to know fer a fact that you is a ‘lame
duck’ and that last month America finally wised up and voted you
out of office and that in just a little bit more than a month there
will once again be an honorable man in the White House when George
W. Bush Jr. takes that there oath of office and becomes the
rightful President of these United States that I loves so much and
that you have beslimed with yer filth. So whatever yer selling,
Bubba, I sure as hell ain’t buying.”

“Oh, I think you’ll buy it once you hear what
it is, Billy. Tell me. How much do you love America?”

Well, I told him how much I love America. I
love it from sea to shining sea! I love its purple mountains’
majesty and its amber waves of grain. I love it from California to
the New York island, because THIS land was made for you and me!
THAT’s how much Billy Big Rig loves America.

“Then you don’t wanna see it destroyed,”
Clinton said with a serious look on his face.

“That’s why in 1992 I voted for George Herbert
Walker Bush,” I said. “And that’s why in 1996 I voted for that
great American Bob Dole, and that’s why last month I woulda voted
for that brave warrior George W. Bush Jr. if convicted felons was
allowed to vote, you draft-dodging, pot-non-inhaling,
barbeque-eating, lesbian-marrying, ugly-daughter-fathering,
cat-owning, poor excuse for a yellow-livered Democrat,” I
snarled.

Bingo and Chuck started toward me with mayhem
in their eyes but they was halted by an upraised presidential
hand.

“That’s just the kind of attitude that might
keep you alive – in Afghanistan,” Clinton said with that goofy-ass
smile on his face that always made me want to punch the
TV.

“Why in the hell would I be going to
Afghanistan?” I asked.

He told me.

“Remember what them Sand Freightliners did to
the World Trade Center back in 1993? And to the American embassies
in 1998?” he asked and I must admit my estimation for him went up a
micro-notch to hear him use the correct racial slur to define this
ethnic subgroup. I told him I sure as hell did remember.

“And did you hear about what happened on
October 12, Billy?”

I told him my TV viewing was pretty much
limited to Oprah and the dozen or so Judge shows they got on TV,
which seem to be the only places in America these days where a
poor, working class fella could get justice.

“Well, sir, on October 12 some of these Al
Qaeda assholes floated a little boat of theirs out to where we had
one of our destroyers anchored in Yemen, Billy. The destroyer is
called the USS Cole and these murdering Sand Freightliner bastards
had a bunch of explosives on that little boat of theirs. They blew
a hole in the side of that destroyer, killing themselves and
seventeen good and true American sailors. These is the kind of men
you got for friends in this prison here, Billy.”

He paused and stared at me, apparently letting
the news sink in. Which it did. Then he leaned forward even closer
and this time I didn’t try to kick him.

“Well, Billy, that’s the sort of thing these
Al Qaeda people do. And we don’t think they’s finished with us. We
think that this here fella they got called Osama bin Laden is
calling the shots. Ever see this feller before?”

He held out his hand and the warden filled it
with a manila folder, inside of which was a big black and white
photo of some tall, lanky dude with a long scraggly beard. He
looked vaguely familiar.

“I’m not sure,” I said.

“How about now, in this picture in which we’ve
used computers to electronically remove his beard.”

He showed me the picture, and I felt every
sphincter in my body tighten and loosen simultaneously.

It was Sammy. The guy who taught me how to
drive a truck. My first and only co-driver. They guy who I
threatened to dismember and dispose of at three-mile intervals on
Pennsylvania Interstate 80 for bringing a lot lizard into the
truck.

“Never seen him before in my life,” I
lied.

Clinton laughed a huge belly laugh. And his
belly was, as you will recall, actually pretty huge at that point
as it was still a couple years from that day when he ended up
getting about a pound and a half of fat scraped outta his heart
arteries and he learned that a man’s best friend ain’t always a
double cheese bacon burger with fries.

“We know better, Billy,” he said. “We have
copies of all yer old log books that both you and he signed. His
handwriting matches known samples from Osama bin Laden. We’ve
studied this dude real close, Billy. We’ve learned a bunch of
things about him. For instance, at first we thought he hated
America because of our troops being in Saudi Arabia. But it turns
out he’s just using that as an excuse. He hates America because of
YOU, Billy! He wants to destroy America because he wants to destroy
YOU!”

The blood flowed coldly in my veins. It was
how that Jack Bauer fella on the “24” show must feel every time he
gets betrayed by someone he trusts, although I didn’t trust no one
in the room, especially not Clinton. (By the way, did you know that
Jack Bauer is based on my life? At least as far as how the
government is always trying to kill him and all he ever does is
love America and protect people? FOX owes me a lot of money which I
may get around to collecting someday if I ever need it, which right
now I don’t. But I digress.)

For the first and last time in my life I felt
a cold bolt of what I have later heard described as “fear” run
through my innards.

“And yer gonna leave me tied naked to this
chair and send me over there and let him kill me?” I asked in a
voice that might have sounded to the casual listener as
panic-struck.

Clinton tilted his head back and laughed
again.

“Hell no, Billy! Why would we want to kill a
fine American such as yourself?” He leaned forward and flicked his
cigar ash on one of my naked feet.

“Here’s what you’re gonna do. You’re gonna get
them fellas to let you escape with them. We know that they are part
of a terrorist cell here in the prison. We figger they’ll hightail
it back to Afghanistan soon as they get the chance. We know that
Qaboos is their leader and that he kinda fancies you some for
reasons we don’t quite understand. We think they’ll take you with
them. And then we’ll have you on the inside, feeding us information
about what they’re doing and what they’re planning.”

That part about Qaboos taking a fancy to me –
it rang true. He was always asking if I wanted my back soaped up in
the shower or if I might be chilly in my jail cell cot all by
myself. At the time, of course, I thought it was just his Arab way
of expressing friendship but I could see how someone who didn’t
know Qaboos might think otherwise.

I set a grim look of concentration on my face
and stared at Clinton.

“And if I say no?”

The warden spoke up. “You know what goes on in
D Wing, right?”

The words “D Wing” made my sphincters snap
shut and my blood run colder than ever.

“That’s the home of the ‘Butt Bangers
Ballroom’ where on Friday nights the newly incarcerated sex
offenders from the week before are covered in Crisco and thrown
naked into the empty Olympic-sized swimming pool and all the sex
offenders who weigh 300 pounds or more and have been in jail longer
than fifteen years jump in the pool with them for a spirited game
of ‘catch ‘em and keep ‘em’,” I bawled, unashamed of my tears as I
felt the water squirt from my eyes, contemplating the possibility
of being greased and penetrated by angry sociopaths whose only
justification for keeping you alive was that it was more pleasant
from their point of view to “enjoy” you while you are warm and
relatively non-decomposed, although they are willing to “enjoy” a
dead guy for at least a few days if that fella has been otherwise
resisting too much. The “Ballroom” was only whispered about by
those in polite prison society.

“It’s the closest this state will ever come to
legal gay marriage,” Clinton said with a sneer. “And there ain’t no
divorce.”

“Guess who the ‘belle of the ball’ is going to
be this Friday if he doesn’t play along with the President’s plan,”
the warden said. Then he and Clinton and Bingo and Chuck fixed
their gaze upon me awaiting my answer.

Really, what choice did I have?

A couple hours later I woke up in my jail cell
with an aching skull, having no idea whatsoever how I got back
there. It was night and Qaboos was asleep. I could hear his snoring
as I laid there thinking about my predicament.

Other than the distasteful notion of doing
something at the request of Bill Clinton, the idea of saving
America did have its appeal. And it’s not like there was anyone at
home who would miss me when I was gone. Most of my ex-wives
pretended I was dead. Some had even acted to make that presumption
a reality.

Truth be told, I was not what anyone would
ever call “lucky at love.” And here, if you don’t mind (even if you
do, damn it), I’m gonna have to get a little bit off the track of
the story to tell you about my many wives. See, this will help you
know me a little better and maybe understand why I am the way I am
and do things the way I do ‘em. I’m sure there’s probably some
literary term for that… but I’ll be goddamned if I know what it is.
Or care.

Anyway, my first wife, Susie, was a
short-order cook at a truck stop in Adele, Georgia. I met her one
night when I was at the lunch counter eating mashed taters and meat
loaf. She watched me eat and said that there was something
fascinating about the way I worked the meat and taters into a grey
lump in my mouth with as few functional teeth as I had those days.
That should have tipped me off that she wasn’t quite right but it
wasn’t the head on my shoulders I was thinking with at the time.
After a frantic and sweaty storybook romance in my sleeper cab we
got married driving through Reno two weeks later. One night about a
month later we was parked in a truck lot outside of Tracy,
California, and she said she had to run into the store for tampons.
I never saw her again.

Wife number two was Charlotte. That wern’t her
real name. In fact, her real name escapes me. She had a sweet,
chubby face that reminded me of the pig in that cartoon
“Charlotte’s Web.” But the pig in that story was a dude and I
couldn’t very well call her “Wilbur”, now could I? Anyway, we met
at a warehouse in Kingman, Arizona when I was taking on a load of
plastic chairs to deliver to a school in Georgia. She was a
forklift driver and admired the way I could tell a filthy joke and
make it sound sophisticated so she quit her job right there on the
spot and rode with me for the next three months until she came back
from getting a shower and saw me in the sleeper with a lot lizard.
I was treated to about three inches of her nail file in my belly
meat as a result.

Wife number three was Debby. She was the only
lot lizard I ended up marrying. I was sitting by myself at a truck
stop near Denton, Texas when I heard her sweet voice on the CB
asking if anyone wanted to share a beer with her. I got her
location and drove over to meet her. She was pretty and thin and
was a vision of loveliness wearing sweat pants and a halter top.
She had a can of beer in her right hand, her left hand held the
loop of a six pack with five more beers in it. We drank the beer
and she asked if she could have $20, promising to take care of a
certain physical need for me in exchange. I told her that my
physical needs was well in check at the moment but I’d be glad to
give her the $20 if she needed it. She explained that if she went
back to her boyfriend’s car without $100 by the end of the night
he’d whup her with a folded-up coat hanger. Images of my brutal
father flashed into my head and I asked her if she liked living
like that. She said she didn’t. So I fired up the truck and pulled
out of the lot. By the time we crossed the Red River into Oklahoma
she stopped screaming and decided that maybe I wasn’t a serial
killer after all. We got married – Reno, again – but less than a
month later she was on a bus back to Texas. Forgot she had a baby,
her note said.

Wife number four was Rosalee. She was an Ohio
State Trooper who pulled me over on the Turnpike one night for
going 56 in a 55 mile per hour zone. (That’s what they do in Ohio.
They used to have one of them “split speed limits”. Cars could
legally go 65, but trucks could only go 55, turning trucks that
obey the law into rolling road blocks. Thank the Lord so few truck
drivers obeyed the silly rule. But Ohio Troopers sure did like to
overlook cars going 80 to pull over trucks going 56… it’s a bigger
fine for speeding in a semi, don’t ya know…)

Anyway, she walked up to the side of my truck
and I rolled down my window to get a look at her. I always did
admire the sight of a woman in uniform and she filled hers out real
nice.

“I’m afraid I’m gonna have to write you a
ticket for speeding,” she said as she looked at my driver’s
license.

“Well,” I said, deciding to lay on the charm.
“Why don’t you just hop yer chubby keester up here into the sleeper
cab and we’ll see who ends up writing what to who?”

Now I honestly didn’t know that the jet from
them little pepper spray cans they got could make it all the way
from the road pavement into the cab of a truck. And her aim was
deadly. And my, but wasn’t she strong? She had no problem at all
pulling me from the truck, slamming me to the pavement, cuffing me,
and tossing me into the back of her squad car. A man just has to
admire a woman who can do all that!

I apologized to her at the trial and the judge
said he thought I seemed contrite enough so he only fined me a few
thousand dollars. The next day I showed up at her Highway Patrol
Headquarters with a dozen roses and a smile. I can be a charming
dude when I want to be. We went out to dinner, then to a movie,
then after a couple hours in my sleeper cab she was ready to swear
off law enforcement as a career.

She rode with me for several months until the
fateful night when I must have said the wrong thing about how big
her ass was getting from all the sitting she was doing and I woke
up handcuffed to a light pole at a truck stop in Effingham,
Illinois with the words “insensitive asshole” spray painted on my
naked body. I never saw her again, except once years later on an
episode of “Cops” where she was playing the “Billy Club Bongos” on
the back of the head of some guy who was resisting arrest. Glad to
see she got her job back. And I couldn’t help but notice that the
perp she was whacking around had a slight resemblance to me. So I
guess I did make a lasting impression on the woman.

Wife number five was Charlotte again –
whatever her name was. (Near as I can figger that part of my brain
that had her real name stored on it is part of the 17 percent of my
grey matter that the prison doctor said was permanently destroyed
as a result of what happened in Karns City.) Even though I asked my
dispatcher to never send me back to that warehouse in Kingman,
Arizona, sure as shit he sends me back there. And sure as shit,
Charlotte is working there again. But instead of there being a big
fight about it, she actually apologized for stabbing me. This time,
instead of her going on the road with me, I decided to stay there
in Kingman with her. I abandoned the truck there at the warehouse
and moved into her single-wide trailer. This time the marriage
lasted until the autumn when she came home from work early and
found me with a lot lizard in her bedroom. Heh, heh, heh! Was she
MAD? I should say so! But she didn’t stab me this time at least.
Shot me four times in the back and belly. I’ve been beat up by a
lot of women but Charlotte was the only one who cared enough to
shoot me. I just wish I could remember her real name. But I
probably never will.

I never did get married again after that. Nor
did I really have that much more interest in cavorting with women,
the gunshots severing a few important nerves related to lovemaking
as they did. (Now don’t get me wrong. I still – CAN… if you know
what I mean and I think you do. It’s just that I don’t really FEEL
nuthin’ down there – least not like I used to. I mean it still gets
big and… well, you get the idea. So it WORKS and all that, but it
ain’t quite the same. At least not for me, although I ain’t got no
complaints recently and have, in fact, received several proposals
of marriage and one or two that involved me wearin’ a spiked
leather collar, a mask with zippers over my eyes and mouth and my
bein’ chained to a rug-covered pillar for God knows what reason. So
these days when I do exert the effort to – “you know” – it’s
usually at the woman’s insistence cuz there ain’t many women what
can resist the magical sexual spell what I seems to cast on all
women everywhere. Some might say it’s a gift. And I s’pose it is…
my gift to women. But for me, it’s just exercise.)

After I healed up enough to pass a DOT
physical, a tanker truck company hired me and sent me to carry some
sorta chemical goop to Los Angeles. I stopped for the night at this
rest area near Texarkana and hunkered down in the sleeper. I was
asleep for no more than an hour when I heard a pounding on my
driver’s side door.

I grabbed the sawed-off pool cue I kept under
my pillow and leaned out through the curtains to see who was making
the racket. It was some little cutie – looked like she couldn’t be
more than 14 years old, except for an old and sad and maybe even a
little bit angry glint in her steel blue eyes. She had a good
figure for a girl her age, accentuated by a halter top and Daisy
Duke-type cutoff jeans.

“Hi there, driver! Yew want a
date?”

First off, I hate it when “commercial company”
like this girl gets all coy. It ain’t a “date” that she’s looking
for. And besides, there ain’t a restaurant or a movie theater
around for miles.

“Little lady, does yer mother know what yer
out here doing tonight?” I asked her. She looked at me and
confusion crossed her face. Then her eyes lit up and she
smiled.

“She’s right over here in the next truck,” she
said. “Want me to bring her over, too?”

I sighed a deep, painful sigh at this
degradation of humanity and started up the truck. I rolled out of
this sinful rest area and straight to a truck stop of my
acquaintance thirty miles down the road where lot lizards are
forbidden and a man can get a good night’s sleep.

Anyway, now we can get back to the story. And
I certainly was not getting a good night’s sleep in my cell as
Qaboos snored like a man cutting wood with a rusty chain saw. So I
threw a roll of toilet paper at him. He rolled over on his side,
then sat up.

“Ah. You are awake,” he said. “You slept for
twelve hours when they brought you back to the cell. Did they abuse
you?”

“Just enough to make me sleepy,” I said,
rubbing the goose egg bump on the back of my skull. “Yer doing a
fancy bit of snoozin’ yerself over there. They can probably hear
you back yonder in Iraq.”

“I am weary,” Qaboos said, flopping onto his
back and putting his arms behind his head. “And as much as I always
enjoy chatting with you, my friend, I must get to sleep. I have a
very busy day tomorrow.”

“Is that when yer escaping?”

I have lived many years and have seen many
things. And I never saw a man move so fast or so quiet in my life.
In the blink of an eye and without even makin’ the bedspring creak,
all of a sudden Qaboos was in bed with me. We was eye to eye with
him laying on my stomach. There was something cold and sharp
digging into the flesh of my neck. We laid there silently for what
seemed like a minute or two. Then I noticed there was something
warm and blunt poking into my belly meat. I forced myself not to
think about it.

“How do you know about the escape?” he asked
through clenched teeth that was an inch away from my
nose.

“I heard you talking about it,” I told
him.

“I do not remember talking about it in English
or with you anywhere near by.”

“Well, you did,” I lied. “You mentioned it
yesterday in the exercise yard. You said something to Mahbeer,
something like, ‘Man, I can hardly wait to escape.’”

(Of course, he had said no such thing. I knew
about the escape plans because I tended to look through his stuff
when I was in the cell and he weren’t. I found a map, some
makeshift knives and some phone numbers with the words “people to
call after the escape” written in English. I know it seems somewhat
careless, security wise. But I never claimed that Qaboos was a
smart man.)

“I said that?” he asked. (See what I mean
about not being smart?)

“Ask Mahbeer. He might remember you saying
it,” I said.

Slowly the hard, cold, sharp object that had
been pressing into my neck was pulled away. The hard, warm, blunt
object stayed where it was in my belly meat. Qaboos looked into my
eyes.

“You are chubby,” he said with a half-smile.
“Chubby and comfortable.”

“Yeah, well…” I said. “Most of that is
liver.”

We laid there for another minute, Qaboos on
top of me. Any other prisoner laying on top of me that long would
have been dead by now. But the thought of D Wing kept me from
killing him since without Qaboos there would be no way for me to
infiltrate the Sand Freightliner terrorist gang like Slick Willie
wanted me to.

“Do you mind?” I finally asked. “Kinda hard to
breathe with you…”

“Ah, yes. I should move,” Qaboos said. His
eyes looked into mine again. It was a pleading look. It almost
broke my heart.

“Get up now, all right?”

“All right,” Qaboos said, and he slid off me
and went back to his own bed.

“So, you know about the plans. Have you said
anything to anyone?”

“No, and I’m not gonna, neither,” I said. “As
long as you take me with you.”

“With us? Why would you want to come with us?”
he asked, a shocked look on his face. And here I did some of the
best lying I had done in decades. I told him how much I valued his
friendship. I told him how much I enjoyed being with the other
fellers. I talked about being “let down” by western values and
materialism, how western religion left me feeling empty inside, and
how I was likely to crawl back into a bottle and die if someone
didn’t show me the true path to redemption.

“That there Moslem religion you fellers are
always going on about,” I said. “I think that might be just the
thing to save my soul from fiery pits of hell.”

Qaboos regarded me silently for a
moment.

“It would mean ritualistic bathing
and prayer five times a day,” he said, his eyes narrowing
suspiciously.

“I’ll wash whatever you say I gotta wash and
how often you say I gotta wash it,” I said with a cheery
smile.

“It would mean giving up the flesh of swine,”
he said.

I swallowed real hard at that one. “If it will
make me a better man, it’s a sacrifice worth making,” I said,
knowing that if I ever did give up pork it would be a red letter
day for the pigs of the world that now might get a chance to live
fully, uneaten lives.

Qaboos returned the smile. “We’ll see what we
can do with you. I will not call you ‘brother’ just yet,” he said.
“But I will teach you.” He sat up on the edge of his
bed.

“Have you ever heard of this group of brothers
we have in Afghanistan? They are known as the Taliban.”

 


 



CHAPTER FIVE

 


Turns out we didn’t need to escape. Apparently
the government didn’t trust us enough to let us even attempt it
outta fear we’d screw it up. Either that or they was afraid that
I’d wind up getting killed in the process and there was no way they
was gonna let that happen to their “mole”, which seems kinda funny
to say now when practically every day there’s a new attempt on my
life by the very same government that was apparently so concerned
about keeping me alive.

It was the morning of December 23, 2000 when
we was all in the mess hall having breakfast (and, as usual, the
fellers piled their bacon on my plate, God love ‘em), a guard
strolled up to our table and said the warden wanted to see us –
pronto! We instinctively held out our wrists for the shackles, but
the guard said that weren’t gonna be necessary and we should just
follow him.

The fellers looked real nervous as we stood in
front of the warden’s desk. I already had a glimmering of an idea
about what was going on. The warden was wearing a smiley face and
he didn’t have any guards with him.

“Gentlemen,” he said, “I have the pleasant
duty to inform you that you are all being pardoned and released as
of this moment.”

“May we ask why we are to be the recipient of
such good news?” Qaboos asked.

The warden shrugged. “Consider it a Christmas
present.”

“We are Muslims,” Qaboos said. “We do not
celebrate your infidel holidays.”

I raised my hand. “I ain’t a Moslem. Not yet,
no how. And I loves Christmas.”

The warden smiled and rolled his
eyes.

“Fact of the matter, gentlemen, is this. The
President of the United States has reviewed each of your cases and
has decided that you have served enough time for your crimes,” he
said. “As you may or may not know, President Clinton is leaving
office in less than a month and it’s traditional for an outgoing
president to issue several pardons. That’s what he’s done in your
cases. You’ve all been pardoned for your crimes.”

“And why would the President of the United
States take a personal interest in our cases?” Qaboos asked. I
jabbed him in the ribs.

“Cuz he’s a god damned yella-bellied
Democrat,” I said. “Democrats is always letting criminals out of
jail so they can mollycoddle ‘em instead of punishing ‘em like they
oughta. It’s what they do. Ain’t you never listened to that Rush
Limbaugh?”

I didn’t really expect Qaboos or them other
Sand Freightliners to have a grasp of the American political
system. In their home countries they generally got some kinda
dictator in charge and he makes all the rules. So it’s pretty
simple. Of course here in America we got them two political parties
– the Republicans and the Communists, although they prefer to call
themselves “Democrats.”

I explained as quickly and briefly as I could
to Qaboos that the Republicans was the real Americans. They was all
about freedom and cutting taxes and making sure that the working
man kept on being a working man. Republicans know that yer average
John and Jane ain’t got their skivvies all in a bundle about such
liberal myths as global warming or international tensions or
political corruption or infringements on civil liberties or the
fact that they’s still just about one fully armed nuclear weapon
between us and Russia for each and every man, woman and child in
each country. Republicans is just loyal, God-fearing, patriotic
Americans what loves their country.

Democrats, on the other hand… Christ, don’t
get me started. All they wants to do is bring down America by
destroying the fabric of society by letting fellas marry other
fellas and letting women decide how many babies they wants to have
– with or without their husbands’ say-so. Democrats say they’s all
about “peace” and “justice” when REAL Americans know what they
really wants to do is sell off the Washington Monument brick by
brick to their Soviet and Chinese commie overlords who will, if the
Democrats let ‘em, march down yer goddamn Main Street and into yer
schools to teach evolution and birth control to yer
children.

Well, I guess my undeniable logic must have
clicked with Qaboos, and it certainly weren’t no lie. Remember how
George Herbert Walker Bush got elected back in 1988? It was by
scaring folks with the rightful knowledge that if that wimp Dukakis
got elected there’d be revolving doors on all the prisons just like
they had in Massachusetts when they let that big, ugly Willie
Horton out of the jug to terrorize some more women. Personally, I
just figgered Slick Willy was emptying out as many prisons as he
could to make ‘em more comfortable and spacious when he and his
buddies wound up getting thrown behind bars, which couldn’t happen
soon enough for me I’ll tell you what.

As we walked away from the warden’s office
with our release papers in hand Qaboos whispered something to his
chums in that strange Arab language. Then he translated it to
me.

“They are going to kill us,” he said. “This is
how it is done in Iraq. They make you think they are going to
release you. They let you take a few steps. Then they blow the
whistle and the guards open fire.” Then he spoke loud enough for
all of us to hear him.

“Be brave my brothers. You too, Billy. Greet
death with courage in your heart.”

The prison doors opened and we strolled out
into the cold Pennsylvania sunshine. I gotta say that Qaboos’
premonition did strike a little trepidation into my heart. This
would be a perfect way to dispatch a bunch of potential terrorists
and to pay me back for all the things I done in the past and got
away with that nobody knows about and I won’t talk about because I
have no idea what the statute of limitations are in every state in
America.

We walked a little further, then a little
further, and I could tell Qaboos and his buddies was waiting to
hear that whistle he talked about. But we didn’t hear it. So we
kept walking until we got to where the prison bus would take us
into town and drop us off at the Greyhound terminal. When we got to
the terminal Qaboos got on a payphone and dialed one of them
numbers I think he had for “after the escape.” I couldn’t make out
what he said (since he was talkin’ in that jibber-jabber talk), but
after he hung up the phone he told us that we’d be taking a bus to
Boston where everything would be ready and waiting for
us.

So, three hours later me and Qaboos, along
with Mahbeer, Athazaz, Basir and Kashif (Gesundheit! Heh!) was on a
bus to Boston.

 


 



CHAPTER SIX

 


We spent the next month in in the Bean Capital
of America although I didn’t eat no beans when we were there
because the little apartment we had stunk bad enough with them five
damn Sand Freightliners eatin’ that weird Sand Freightliner crap
they eats, turnin’ most of it directly into belly gas which they
have no qualms about blasting whenever it suits their mood. Turns
out that none of Qaboos’ contacts on the outside was quite prepared
for him and his buddies to be released as early as they was, so
there was some tinkering and figuring out of plans that needed to
be done and that meant we’d have to sit tight for awhile. Qaboos
explained that his contacts were figgering on his being an escapee
from prison and were all set to hide him and his buddies in a
series of “safe houses”. But since we was released outright – with
full pardons yet – it weren’t necessary to use them hard-to-come-by
assets on us and they could just stick us in an apartment for the
time being until our travel documents was squared away.

We was lucky in the fact that one of Qaboos’
contacts had an apartment where we could all stay. There was three
bedrooms in the place which was located in the Arab community there
in Boston. Mahbeer and Athazaz stayed in one bedroom, Kashif and
Basir stayed in another, and Qaboos insisted on bunking down with
me. It was small, cramped and dirty and it actually made me miss
our nice, clean, comfortable jail cell back in Albion.

I spent the early part of January looking for
work. Oddly enough, when they gave us our personal effects back
when they released us from jail I noticed that my drivers’ license
had been reinstated. I guess the government figgered I could best
do what it was they wanted me to do if I was to use my most
important skill – driving. So I put in a few applications at a few
different places – including a couple restaurants looking for
someone to deliver pizzas. What the hell, I figgered. At this point
a job was a job. But since it was right after Christmas and
business was slow, there weren’t no jobs at the moment and we ended
up living on the handouts we got from Qaboos’ contacts.

Qaboos figgered we could put our time to good
use so’s he could teach me how to talk Arabic and then, hopefully,
I’d fit in when we got where we were going which as I told you
already was Afghanistan.

But as you may have already figgered, learning
that Sand Freightliner jibber-jabber what they talk was a difficult
chore which I never really was able to accomplish. And it ain’t cuz
Qaboos didn’t try. Even now as I look back on it I kinda have to
remark to myself how patient he was as he tried to teach me. I will
admit that I was able to pick up on some of it but there’s a wide
streak of stubbon in Billy Big Rig that made me feel that if they
couldn’t understand good English like what got spoke in Iowa, then
maybe I didn’t have nothing to say to them Afganistan people that
they needed to hear.

Still, Qaboos was pretty insistent about it.
He sat down on the couch next to me as I was trying to watch
General Hospital one afternoon.

“First, I will teach you how to
greet people,” he said. “Try this. ‘Sabah
al-hayr’.”

“Sabbah all hair,” I said with a smile. “Now
what the hell did I just say?”

Qaboos smiled. “You just said ‘Good Morning,’”
he said. “Try it again.”

I did and he smiled and put his hand on my
shoulder. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that as soon as he
taught me the next phrase that I would likely forget the first one
he just taught me. When you get to be my age – especially when
you’ve pumped as many foreign substances, legal and illegal, into
yer brain like I has – every time you learns something new you
pushes out something that you already knowed before. It kinda falls
right out yer ear and drops to the floor where it gets lost among
the dust bunnies under the couch. I think when I learned how to say
“Good Morning” in Sand Freightliner, I actually forgot the PIN
number on my old ATM card, which is just as well as that account
was overdrawed by about $300 anyway.

“Now try this one,” Qaboos
said. “Kayfa haluk.”

I said it, remarking to myself how Qaboos
didn’t seem to mind the clot of phlegm that shot out of my mouth
and settled on his beard as I repeated the words. “What the hell
does that mean?” I asked. “And how do I know you ain’t teaching me
swear words what is gonna cause me to get my ass whupped when we
get over to that Afghanistan?”

He shook his head and smiled. “It means ‘How
Are You?’ And why would I wish to do a thing like that which you
suggest, my friend Billy? You have become very valuable to me, your
friendship, your companionship. It’s like that song in your
delightful musical theater production of ‘My Fair Lady.’ The one
that goes, ‘I’ve Grown Accustomed To Your Face.’” He put his arms
around me and hugged me tight.

And I know what yer thinking. This was yet
another clue to the dude’s carnal interest in me – not only did he
try to crawl in the bunk with me night after night when we was in
jail and even now in the apartment he always had to remark how big
and empty the bed was with him in it all by himself, not only was
he always looking for ways to touch me or hug me or put his arms
around me, not only was he always wanting to wrassle (and every
time we did he’d just lay there on top of me, so after awhile I
just started saying “no” or “my back hurts” every time he’d ask) –
but now here he was quoting Broadway show tunes to me.

I shoulda seen the signs. I guess I am just
too trusting for my own good sometimes.

I pushed him away with a smile so as not to
hurt his feelings none. “Maybe we’ll wrassle later,” I said. “Let’s
stick with the jibber-jabber lessons for now.”

“You are right, Billy,” he said. “Business
before pleasure, yes?”

I nodded, not really knowing how to answer
that.

“Say this now,” he said.
“Ismy Billy.”

“Yeah, it’s you,” I said. “So
what?”

He shook his head. “No, that is how you would
say ‘My name is Billy.”

“Kinda like, ‘It’s me! Billy!” I said with a
grin.

“Close, but not quite,” Qaboos said. And for
the next couple hours we went over Sand Freightliner phrases, each
one of which I forgot as soon as he taught me the next one, and
when he tried to review all the things he thought he was teaching
me after he was done he shook his head sadly and said that we had a
lot of work to do before I could truly fit in as a Moslem brother
in Afghanistan.

“We’ve worked very hard this morning,” he
said. “Now it is time to relax. Would you like to
wrestle?”

“My back hurts,” I said as I got off the couch
and walked into the kitchen where the phone was ringing. For some
reason it was my job to answer the phone. Must be because of my
perfect English or something. Usually I’d pick up the phone and
someone would start right in with the jibber-jabber and I’d just
hand it to Qaboos and go back to watching TV. But this time, the
phone was for me.

It was a job! Not much of one, frankly – a
pizza delivery job. But it meant I got to drive and, as I said, a
job is a job. And I managed to hold on to this one for nearly three
weeks!

As jobs go it was a pretty easy one. Since we
didn’t have our own car, they said I could use the pizza delivery
car the restaurant owned. I got $5 an hour and the tips weren’t
bad. I would generally come back to the apartment after my shift
with about $40 in tips alone. And there was a certain amount of
adventure involved, like the night two Freightliners tried to rob
me.

I was warned that this kinda thing happened.
Thieves call from a cell phone and give an address where nobody
lives. You go out there with yer pizzas and knock on the door and
when nobody answers they robs you on the way back to yer
car.

Sure as shit, that’s what happened to me my
second night on the job. Or, I should say, it almost
happened.

The call said I should deliver two pizzas to a
house up there in the Fenway/Kenmore area. The guy back at the
restaurant told me to keep on my toes, cuz “the Fens” is considered
a high crime area. I just shrugged it off. Billy Big Rig wasn’t
gonna get killed on account of no pizza. So I drove to this address
and sure enough the lights was not on at the house where I was
supposed to deliver the pizzas. Being the professional I is, I went
up and knocked and waited for a few minutes but nobody answered. So
using the cell phone they gave me at the restaurant I called back
and told them it was a no-show and I was on my way back. I felt
kinda good cuz the other drivers said that they usually lets the
drivers eat the pizzas that nobody claims and I was getting kinda
hungry.

I stepped off the porch and that’s when I saw
the two Freightliners standing on the sidewalk blocking my path to
the car. They was both wearing hooded sweatshirts with the hoods up
over their heads. One of ‘em was pointing a gun at me. The other
had a tire iron in his hand.

“Give us your wallet,” the one holding the gun
said.

I responded using a two-word sentence that
contains a word that I have to this point resisted using in this
book in case women or babies is reading it. The second word was
“you.”

I could see the eyes of the gun-holding
Freightliner narrow to slits as he tightened his grip on the gun he
was pointing at me.

“I was just kidding,” I said. “Here, fellas!
Want some pizza?” I opened the top one of the two boxes I was
holding and showed ‘em the thick, cheesy prize inside.

“Oh, don’t worry,” the Freightliner holding
the tire iron said. “We’re gonna have the pizzas. But first give us
your wallet.” He also said the word that I will not use in this
book, only he said the word “mother” in front of it.

“Shit, fellas,” I said. “Let’s have some pizza
first, then we’ll talk about money.” I walked over to the
Freightliner holding the tire iron with the open pizza box out in
front of me. “This one’s got extra cheese,” I said as I held it out
for him to take a good look. He must have been hungry cuz he leaned
in close to have a sniff. That’s when I shoved the scalding hot
melty cheese pizza in his face. He screamed and I dropped the boxes
(although the pizza clung to the dude’s face like it was glued
there, which in a manner of speaking, I suppose it was) and I
swiped the tire iron from his hand. The Freightliner with the gun
must not have been a professional hoodlum because he just stood
there as if he couldn’t believe he was seeing what he was seeing.
With a swing that the folks there in “the Fens” hadn’t seen since
the mighty Carl Yastrzemski hung up his baseball cleats in 1983, I
clubbed the gun-holding Freightliner smack dab on his left temple
with the tire iron. I swear I heard his skull break. He dropped to
the pavement without a sound. The other Freightliner staggered
around waving his arms, his cries muffled by thick, deep-dish pizza
dough, pepperoni and a double helping of hot, melty cheese. It
being a cold mid-January night like it was I could see the steam
rising from the hot pizza on his freshly scalded head. He was no
danger to me or anyone else at the moment. He was gonna be too busy
trying to find a plastic surgeon to replace the third-degree burned
skin on his face to worry about getting any revenge on an anonymous
pizza delivery guy.

“Buy a pizza if yer hungry next time,” I said
as I picked up the unopened box of pizza I had dropped in the
excitement and walked back to the delivery car. Damned if I was
gonna waste BOTH of the pizzas on these morons. Like I said, the
drivers get to eat the undeliverable ones!

That was the only real adventure I had on that
job, which – as I said – was only to last three weeks. The
beginning of the end of that gig was noon on January 20, 2001 as I
was watching the swearing in of the new president, the Honorable
Mr. George W. Bush Jr. Qaboos and the other Sand Freightliners was
all in the living room of our dirty, dark apartment watching the TV
with me. They was all smiling.

“I cannot believe you Americans elected this
Bush,” he said, although he drew the word out so it sounded like
“Boooooosh.”

“It’s a dream come true,” I said with a smile
as I thought of all the years the Evil Bill Clinton had disgraced
the office.

“On that you are correct, my friend Billy,”
Qaboos said. “With this Bush in charge, everything has changed! It
will be MUCH easier to accomplish our task with this Bush in
office.”

He kept talking and since it was in English I
think he meant for me to be paying attention, which I wasn’t. As he
went on and on about “looser borders” and people “not paying
attention” and what this meant to the “overall plan” (whatever the
hell that was), all I could think of was the words “everything has
changed.”

I had to wonder… now that there was a new
president did I still have to do what Bill Clinton told me to do?
Was my mission cancelled when Mr. Bush Jr. took office?

Well I certainly couldn’t let an important
question like that go unanswered. So that night when I went to the
pizza place for my delivery shift I put the car southbound on I-95
and headed to the only place where I knew I could get a definitive
answer.

By sunrise the following morning I sat parked
on Pennsylvania Avenue about a block away from the White House.
This was back before the entire street got blocked off, but you
still weren’t allowed to park a car in front of the White House,
not even then. I knew that I couldn’t just stroll into the White
House and start knocking on doors until I found where President
Bush Jr. was, so I walked up to one of them guard posts they got.
And I was real polite. I even took off my hat.

“Excuse me, sir,” I said to the uniformed
guard there. “Would you tell President Bush Jr. that Billy Big Rig
is here to see him? I gots a question I needs to ask.”

The guard looked at me like I had a booger on
my cheek.

“Keep walking,” he said and his hand went down
to the taser he had on his hip.

“You won’t need that stun gun, sir,” I said.
“I ain’t looking to cause no trouble. I just needs to ask the
President a question is all.”

“What’s the question?” the guard asked, his
eyes real narrow as he stared at me.

I figgered it would be all right to reveal the
state secret of my being sent to accompany the Sand Freightliners
to Afghanistan since he was an official White House guard and all.
And he listened real careful and when I was done he smiled and
patted me on the shoulder.

“I’m sure if President Bush wishes to cancel
President Clinton’s previous order, he’ll inform you of that
himself,” the guard said. He spoke real slow and loud, like he was
talking to a child, and not a particularly bright one at that. I
didn’t take offense. I figger a guy like this probably talks to a
bunch of loonies every day so I appreciated his taking time to give
a serious answer to a serious question.

“Well, I guess that will just have to be good
enough,” I said. I pulled a $5 bill out of my pants and stuffed it
into his shirt pocket. “Keep up the good work,” I said as I put my
hat back on my head and sauntered back to where the car was
parked.

Of course when I got back to Boston the
restaurant owner was all pissed off that I used the car to drive
down to DC and I was fired on the spot and was told I was lucky
that I wasn’t gonna get arrested for being a car thief. I just
shrugged my shoulders and told the dude that I was looking for a
job when I found this one and that I’d have another job by the end
of the day, probably driving for one of his competitors and THEN
he’d be sorry.

But it turned out I never got the chance! That
next day we was off to Afghanistan, the Sand Freightliners and
me.

Now, for this next part I’m afraid I am gonna
have to be kinda sparse on the details. It would be irresponsible
for me to give out information on how to get fake IDs and passports
in this here book because the last thing I want this to turn into
is a “how to” manual on infiltrating terrorist organizations. Also,
I’m not gonna tell you ALL the details of how we got to
Afghanistan. That’s gonna have to remain secret for the time being
since it involved paying off some pretty high ranking government
types who was – at the time – willing to look the other way as long
as their palms was getting properly greased. Try to keep in mind…
folks was thinking in a pre-9/11 mindset them days. Let it just
suffice to say that them people what thinks it’s a good idea to
inspect them cargo containers what comes in by ship at the major
seaports has the right idea. They should also probably inspect the
ones that is going out, too! And you’d be surprised how comfortable
they can make one of them container trailers when they got a mind
to. It was like living in a nice singlewide mobile home with no
windows until we got to the port in Dubai in that United Arab
Emirates country a couple weeks later. And since the UAE was the
onliest country that recognized the Taliban government in
Afghanistan, it was easy as pie getting from Dubai to
Kabul.

Now, you might be thinking that I was
subjected to a bit of culture shock when we arrived in Afghanistan.
You’d be wrong. I been to the Middle East before. It was back in
1991 when George Herbert Walker Bush liberated Kuwait.

(And here again, I gotta veer away
from the main part of the story I’m tellin’ cuz you have to know
what happened when I was in the Navy so you can understand how I
did what I did that saved America. So be patient.)

See, once I knew the First Gulf War was
coming, I went to my Navy recruiter’s office and tried to
re-enlist. But they wouldn’t take me because of something that
happened during my first hitch that weren’t even my fault. Yeah, I
was in the Navy for a spell back in the 1970s. Remember me telling
you about Peck Klemper, my truck driving mentor? He told me the
Navy was always looking for a few good truck drivers. He told me
one of his nephews had gone into the Navy just to get the truck
driver training, so a fella like me who already had experience at
it shouldn’t have no trouble at all. Of course once I decided that
I was gonna join the Navy, my idiot twin brother Bobby decided he
had to do it, too. He was always acting like that when he was
alive. If I bought a new bike, he’d steal one. If I got married,
he’d get married. If I got locked up for drunk driving, he’d get
locked up for vehicular homicide while under the influence. The
only thing he ever did that I didn’t do first was die. And if you
don’t mind, I’m only to happy to let him have that one.

Anyway, I managed to pass the enlistment tests
by the skin of my teeth (of which I had several at the time, some
of which actually had a thin covering of skin) and was shipped off
to Boot Camp at that base what they got just north of Chicago.
Bobby passed his test, too, which surprised me a little.

Our first glimpse of Navy life was on the bus
as we approached the Great Lakes Naval Training Center. They got
one of them big water towers there that looks like a doorknob. The
Navy dude who was on the bus with us to make sure none of us
escaped laughed when he saw it and pointed to it.

“Look out your windows to the right,
shitbirds!” he said! “You’re about to enter the World of Shit! And
that there’s the doorknob!”

The idea of a Navy base in Illinois baffled
me, frankly. I mean, what the HELL do they need a Navy base for in
Illinois? True, they got that big ass Lake Michigan there, but what
kind of Navy does any of our enemies got that could get a flotilla
that far inland? So it made no sense to me whatsoever. But it
weren’t my call, so I just went where they sent me.

I already told you how Bobby washed out of the
Navy after the ink blot tests. But he did manage to behave himself
for the two weeks in was in the service of the nation. As for
myself, I almost made it all the way through Boot Camp. Swear to
God, I did. I would have, too, if it hadn’t have been for a
mysterious figure who has since become the stuff of Navy
Legend.

“The Phantom Shitter.”

Let me set the scene for you. Each Boot Camp
company has its own barracks as part of a recruit battalion in a
building. Each barracks has a wash room (where you actually had to
scrub out yer own skivvies with soap and brushes) and a drying room
right next to it (where you had to use little hunks of rope to tie
yer wet skivvies to clotheslines to let them dry). It was hotter
than the silky liner of a hooker’s thong panties in them drying
rooms. It will help to remember that later.

Anyway, from about the fourth week of Boot
Camp onward our company was besieged by a covert individual who
would leave shitty underwear, shitty towels, and sometimes just
shit by itself, baking in the drying room. If Bobby hadn’t have
already been mustered out for his inkblot comparisons to cow
genitalia he would have been the first person I would have
suspected of such a heinous deed as he was known to submit a turd
or two into the United States Postal System from time to time, sent
to creditors demanding payment for this, that or the other. But, as
I said, Bobby weren’t in the Boot Camp no more so that more or less
rendered him innocent.

Our boot camp company commander made it his
life’s mission to identify, expose, and if he could get away with
it -- kill the Phantom Shitter. We had guards posted at the
entrance to the barracks twenty-four hours a day. But still
somehow, the Phantom Shitter managed to get in and out of that
drying room without being seen – like some sort of disgusting
Easter Bunny leaving turds instead of eggs.

The identity of the Phantom Shitter remained
secret until one fateful day in the eighth week of Boot Camp. It
was the day of our Boot Camp Liberty. After eight weeks of pure
hell (for most of the sissies in my company, that is. For me, it
was like a spring vacation), we was allowed a half day to either
ride a train down to Chicago or take a bus up to Milwaukee. I had
become chums with this feller known as Dave Davidson, and we
decided to take the bus up to Milwaukee on account of the drinking
age up there at the time was 18, not 21 like it was in Illinois.
(My earliest memory of Dave was when we was all at the airport
there in Chicago waitin’ for the Navy bus to haul us up to Boot
Camp. Dave sat there staring at this young woman sittin’ on one of
them hard, plastic chairs waitin’ for her plane to board. He made
sure she could see that he was starin’ at her, making little
grunting and groaning and moaning sounds as he fixed his gaze upon
her. When she finally decided enough was enough and stood up to
walk away, Dave leapt! Not at her, but to her chair. He put his
face down on the seat and started sniffing it, licking it like a
hound picking up a scent. “Marry me!” he whined over and over
again! “Oh! Please! MARRY me!” He was a funny feller and I was sad
when I heard some years later that he got beat to death by some
girl’s husband who didn’t appreciate his brand of
humor.)

Anyway, me and Dave and all the other guys
what had made it this far in the Boot Camp was all decked out in
our dress white uniforms like the ones you see Popeye wearing in
them old World War II cartoons.

Our first stop was this strip club that I
think was called “The Voom Voom Room.” I ain’t making this up.
Girls danced on the bar, they danced on the tables, they danced on
yer lap, and they weren’t wearing hardly no clothes at all! One of
them girls took my sailor hat and put it on her head while she
danced. Another took my black sailor tie and ran it between her
legs as she twisted and gyrated. It was fine
entertainment.

After a few hours of that, we figgered a trip
to the USO down at the Hotel Wisconsin was in order. They had free
donuts and the last thing we wanted to be spending any money on
this particular day was food. When we was done scarfing down donuts
(one snooty woman there kept telling us that them donuts was for
the WHOLE Navy, not just us), we headed back out on the street.
That’s when this little Freightliner kid comes up and asks if he
can shine my shoes for a quarter. I decided to make the little
feller’s day and let him shine my Navy shoes. As he got to buffing
away, this girl wearing what could best be described as “whore
clothes” strolls up to me.

“Want a shoe shine?” she asked.

“As you can plainly see,” I told her, “I’m
already getting my shoes shined.”

“He can’t shine your shoes like I can shine
your shoes,” she said with a wink.

Turns out she had a room right there at the
Hotel Wisconsin. And not to say I didn’t enjoy myself and the
service she provided at a reasonable price, she didn’t even touch
my shoes the whole fifteen minutes I spent with her. If she hadn’t
wanted money up front, I probably wouldn’t have paid her. False
advertising is against the law.

By then it was time to find Dave and get back
on the bus for the ride back down to Boot Camp. I went to the bar
he said he’d be at, but I didn’t see him there. The bartender
noticed my uniform and said, “I don’t want no more trouble in here
today.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” I asked
as politely as I could.

“I’m in enough trouble with the Shore Patrol
as it is,” the bartender said. “If they put me ‘off limits’ then I
stand to lose a lot of money. So go get your friend and get the
hell out of here.”

He pointed to the back door leading to the
alley. I walked through the door and saw a bunch of trash cans
lined up along the back of the building. From one of the cans
protruded two legs, wearing white bell bottom pants and black
shoes. Dave had been dumped into the can. He was drunker than a
shitmonkey.

“What the hell are you doing in there?” I
asked him.

He opened his eyes and I could see he was
trying to focus his attention on me.

“Is that you, Billy? Jesus, God! Get me out of
this thing.”

I knocked the can over on its side, grabbed
Dave by the feet and pulled him out of the trash can. He was filthy
and I knew he’d be in for a world of shit when we got back to Boot
Camp. The one thing they told us before we left on this Boot Camp
Liberty was to maintain our dignity and not get our uniforms dirty.
And here was Dave, his white uniform caked with garbage and vomit
and God knows what other kinds of filth.

“How the hell did this happen?” I asked. As we
walked Dave imparted a tale of woe that has to be true because what
real man would make up such a thing?

“I was in the bar talking to this chick
sitting next to me,” Dave said. “One thing led to another, and she
offered to give me a blow job for $20. It seemed like an awful lot
for a blow job, but she sure was pretty with big ruby lips, blue
eyes, and curly blond hair. Well, Billy, she said she had a little
room right there in the bar where she conducted this kind of
business so I followed her back there. She dropped down on her
knees, unzipped my zipper and… well… got down to business. As she
went at it, I started rubbing her pretty, blond hair. And it came
off in my hands. I stood there for a second looking at the wig.
Then I looked down to see it wasn’t a beautiful blond hooker, but
some bald guy giving me a blow job. Well, I jumped back and then
beat the hell out of him. The bartender heard the noise and came
back and they ganged up on me. They took my wallet and dumped me in
that trash can where you found me.”

Then he started sobbing and begged me never to
tell no one which I promised I’d never do. So, I guess in one
respect it’s a good thing he’s dead and will never read this
book.

Anyway, I helped him get back to the USO where
the bus that would take us back to Boot Camp was s’posed to pick us
up. I was feeling more than a little proud of myself since I had
just as much fun and got just as drunk as everyone else on the bus
but I managed to keep my white uniform clean. That is, until the
bus rolled through the gates at Boot Camp.

Dave was sitting in front of me, just kinda
weaving back and forth as the bus negotiated the curves. All of a
sudden he sits up and hollers “HERE IT COMES!” And he turned around
and upchucked all over my uniform. Splattered me right down the
front. Now I had to cross the quarterdeck soaked in another man’s
hot puke.

Sure as shit the officer on deck didn’t
believe it was Dave’s vomit. He assumed it was mine (and we didn’t
have them fancy DNA tests back then or I would have insisted on
having one) and he made me do twenty-five vomit soaked pushups
right there on the quarterdeck.

When I got back up to the barracks our company
commander made me take my uniform off and go to the wash room to
soak out the puke stains.

It took a considerable amount of scrubbing,
but I finally managed to get the puke out of the cotton fibers. I
grabbed some clothes stays (which is what they calls them little
ropes you tie yer clothes to the clothesline with) and headed
towards the drying room.

And there, squatting in the corner, pooping
into a sailor hat – was the Phantom Shitter. I was dumbstruck!
Flabbergasted! I couldn’t make a sound.

His eyes got real wide when he saw me. He
stayed squatted where he was as he squeezed out the remainder of
the lengthy turd that he was curling into the hat like he was a dog
in someone’s front yard. I just stood there, staring, frozen to the
floor, not believing my eyes. Then he lunged at me and used his
head like a cannonball into my belly, knocking the wind out of me.
He grabbed my still wet sailor jersey and wiped his ass with it. He
threw it on the floor, then he grabbed the poopy sailor hat and
shoved it onto my head. Before I could do anything about it, he
pulled up his underpants and ran to the drying room door and
started hollering.

“PHANTOM SHITTER! PHANTOM
SHITTER!”

A bunch of guys from my boot camp company came
running in and saw the dude standing there, pointing at me. They
grabbed me and lifted me to my feet, pressing me up against the hot
drying room wall. They held me until the company commander entered
the room. He looked at the shit on the floor, the shit in the hat,
the shit on my jersey and then made his determination.

“There ain’t no room in my Navy for no Phantom
Shitter,” he growled. Then he punched me in the nose, breaking it.
He turned and left the drying room, giving one order as he
left.

“Hurt him, boys. Hurt him real bad. But stop
just short of killing him. Too much paperwork if you kill
him.”

They did their best as they beat me
unconscious. I woke up in the Boot Camp brig. The authorities
didn’t want to hear “boo” from me. It took no time at all for that
Dishonorable Discharge to come through.

I swear, if they only had DNA testing back
then…

The Phantom Shitter. I can still see his face.
And I mean that quite literally, cuz it’s on TV every now and then.
And that’s all I’m gonna say about it, so yer gonna have to learn
the truth about that Karl Rove feller from somebody other than
Billy Big Rig.

Anyhow, when I went to the Navy recruiter in
1990 so I could re-enlist and help defeat Saddam, they turned me
down on account of the official record saying I was the Phantom
Shitter. Not that it stopped me. But it did lead to one of the
great deceptions in American military history that continues to
this very day. But I’ll tell you about that later.

 


 



CHAPTER SEVEN

 


Practically everything you ever heard about
Afghanistan during the Taliban days was absolutely true. The women
what they got over there was forced to wear these long, blue, baggy
coveralls called “burkas” or something like that. This in itself
was not a good enough reason for President George W. Bush Jr. to
invade the country. Take my word for it – some of them gals what
they got over there NEEDED to be covered up in bags. Same could be
said some of the gals we got over here. Hillary, for instance,
would be a sight less disagreeable if she was covered head to foot
in blue burlap. Especially if she would just keep her yap shut. Now
I know that some o’ you radical feminists what is reading this book
right now is immediately gonna take offense to that. But what the
hell… you radical feminists take offense to everything! Maybe if
you’d develop some kinda sense of humor you wouldn’t have so much
trouble finding a man and you wouldn’t be so pissed off all the
time. Lighten up!

No, President Bush Jr. had some really, really
good reasons to invade Afghanistan. Them Talibans they had over
there was some of the worst kinds of bad people, even worse that
them assholes what calls you just as yer settling down to dinner to
ask you why the hell you ain’t sent in a monthly truck payment yet.
And the really bad thing about them Taliban characters was that
anyone who didn’t officially toe the line ended up in the Kabul
soccer stadium to either get something cut off or shot. There was
far too much brutality, religious superstition, and stone aged
mentality to suit me.

Them Talibans didn’t have no tolerance
whatsoever for no one who didn’t believe in the same religion they
did. And that’s just wrong since they was all believing in the
wrong God in the first place! Not that there’s nothing wrong with
believing in the wrong God. You can believe in whatever God you
wanna believe in as far as Billy Big Rig is concerned. You can
believe in Allah or Buddha or Santa and the Easter Bunny too, as
far as I’m concerned. It ain’t for me to judge. It’s fer God to
judge.

And He will. Mark my words! He
WILL!

Anyway, there was a bunch of reasons for
President Bush Jr. to invade Afghanistan, after what them Al Qaedas
did on September 11, 2001 and the fact that them Talibans was
giving these terrorist assholes aid, comfort and a place to hide. I
don’t know why we had to wait until after 9/11 to square their
shit, now that I think about it. After all, them Talibans was
running things in Afghanistan since 1996, and we knew that them Al
Qaedas was involved in a whole bunch of nasty and evil shenanigans
ever since they blowed up a hotel in Yemen back in 1992 trying to
kill American servicemen what was going to Somalia but only ended
up wasting a couple tourists from Austria. Seems to me we had
plenty of chances to toast these asswipes before they smacked us
bloody on 9/11, but either we didn’t have the guts to pull the
trigger when we had ‘em in our sights or they was slippery and
eluded us before we could send their wrong-God worshipping souls to
Hell.

But my, didn’t they make a fine cup of coffee?
More about that in just a bit.

So there I was on a plane with Qaboos and all
his buddies. It was a short flight from where we left Dubai to
Kabul but you can still bet yer bottom dollar that I was tired and
sore and stinky by the time we finally got to a farm of some sort
near Kabul owned by Qaboos’ brother Ahkmed, who greeted Qaboos and
the others in what I can only assume is typical Sand Freightliner
fashion while all the time regarding me with what we used to call
in Iowa “the stink eye.”

“Do not let my brother’s thinly masked
hostility concern you,” Qaboos told me later that first night.
“Ahkmed hates you because you are an infidel. I have explained to
him that you are disenfranchised and disillusioned and are seeking
to better your spiritual life.”

My natural instinct was to tell Qaboos that
brother or no brother I was more than ready to shove a size 12
hobnail boot up Ahkmed’s ass if he so much as said “boo” to me, but
I decided to just wait and see how this thing was gonna play itself
out.

So anyway, the first thing Ahkmed does when we
show up at his house (after kissing his brother and his pals and
giving me a look that would make fresh milk curdle in the
refrigerator), he barked at two or three of them sack-wearing wives
what he had and, I reckon, told them to whip up a pot of
coffee.

Now this ain’t yer typical brown water
backwash like what you get in a restaurant near the off ramp on the
Interstate I’m talking about. This here Afghanistan coffee was the
real deal -- the good, snap yer eyes open and keep ‘em open all
night kind. The kind a fella used to be able to find at truck stops
all around America until the truck stops all went sissy and started
serving coffee-flavored water instead of a good, honest cup of
Joe!

(Lord, now you went and got me
started about the pitiful state of truck stops in America
today!)

They don’t even like to be called “truck
stops” no more. Now they want to be called “travel centers.” That
way, I guess, they feel like they’s appealing to the soccer moms
driving their gas-guzzling SUVs and the retired folks in their RVs
as they drive from state to state looking for a good place to die.
Back when I got started in this business the first thing you
noticed when you walked into a truck stop was the strong,
slap-you-in-the-face aroma of coffee. Real coffee! The kind of
coffee a MAN likes to drink. Coffee that curls the hair in yer
nose! No cream. No sugar. Nothing! Just coffee!

Back in them days, you’d plunk yer ass down on
stool at the counter and some waitress with a heart of gold and a
look in her eyes that told you she’s seen her share of nonsense
would sashay up to you and fill up a cup without even asking if you
wanted any because she already knew you did which is why you sat
down at the counter in the first place. Then you’d go ahead and
belt down that first cup while she was still standing there with
the pot so she could go ahead and refill the cup right then and
there. This is the point where you would start flirting with her,
which you could do with girls and women back then without fear of
getting yer ass sued out from under you or yer face sprayed with
mace by one o’ them angry, never-been-touched-by-a-man radical
feminists I told you about earlier.

“Mavis,” you’d say (and these women was nearly
all named “Mavis” for some reason… in fact, I ain’t never met no
woman named “Mavis” outside of a truck stop setting), “I’ve been
pushing that rig all night through rain and snow and sleet and fog,
keeping the Bears guessing while asking the Lord’s blessing, and
you is the prettiest thing I seen in a long damn stretch of
highway!”

Mavis would always smile at a
sincerely-expressed sentiment like that, but experience had taught
her that it was not wise to get too emotionally involved with her
truck driver customers lest they break her heart again, which they
surely would because they can’t help but be the kind of men they
is.

“Shucks, darling,” she’d say. “If I’da known
you was gonna pour on the syrup all thick and heavy like that, I
woulda brought you some pancakes.”

Then she’d laugh, and you’d laugh, and she’d
plop that food-covered greasy menu down in front of you and you’d
give it the once over and order up the meat loaf and taters like
you always did and then you’d gulp down that second cup so’s she
could fill it one more time before getting yer food order back to
the kitchen.

As good as that old-time truck stop coffee was
by itself, it tasted great with a wide variety of foods. At
breakfast it was good for washing down scrambled eggs, ham, bacon,
sausage and toast. At dinner, the meat loaf and taters was easier
to swallow when you washed ‘em down with a good gulp of hot java.
Then you’d pay yer tab and leave a nice tip and an insincere
invitation for Mavis to join you in the cab of yer truck so’s the
two of you could sail the concrete sea together as man and wife.
She’d smile and tell you that she was too much woman for any one
man, and you’d agree with her as she filled yer thermos. Then you’d
be back in yer truck, smiling at the memory of what was likely yer
only human contact of the day, making you feel less like an outcast
and more like a member of some elite club of traveling
professionals.
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