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​​​​​Section 1
Personal Reflections
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The people we love, the roads we travel,

and the moments that quietly shape our

lives often become the stories worth telling.
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​​​THE COIN FLIP OF A LIFETIME
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Toward the end of 1978, I was an aimless twenty-one-year-old living with my parents in the small town of Chebanse, Illinois. I had just moved back home at their request as we had recently buried my sister, and understandably, they weren’t coping well. To escape the memories that clung to town like a haze, they travelled frequently.

Dad asked me to move back in, rent-free, just to have someone around the house. I’d only been living six blocks away in a small apartment, but he said my presence gave him some peace of mind. Truth be told, I was probably home just as little as they were—but if it helped, I was up for it. Now would be a good time to repeat the key phrase here: rent-free.

I was working long hours in the family transportation business, especially with my parents often out of town. That winter, most of my free time was spent at a local bar I’ll call Skinny’s, getting loaded, then stumbling home to crash before doing it all over again the next day. That was life in a small town in the ’70s.

One Friday in February 1979, I met up with a friend at his apartment—let’s call him JD—to get ready for the weekend. We were bored, half-listening to Running on Empty by Jackson Browne, which seemed an apt soundtrack for where we were in life. (Funny how I can still remember that detail 46 years later.) Restless, we decided to head up to Skinny’s to properly kick off the night.

Back then, my weekends were mostly a blur of booze and weed. In hindsight, some of that haze was probably grief I didn’t know how to process. Grief counsellors weren’t exactly a thing in towns like ours in the late ’70s.

Skinny’s had become a haven for misfits from four or five nearby towns—drunks, stoners, and bikers. I checked all three boxes, so I was more than qualified for entrance. It was the perfect spot to drink cheap beer, blast rock on the jukebox (three songs for a quarter), shoot pool, or kill time on the pinball machine. Quarters lined the edges of both tables – placeholders for the next challenger. The place stayed open later than the other two bars in town, unlawfully, of course, which made it even more appealing to our motley crew.

Plenty of stories could be told about that place, some of which may now fall outside the statute of limitations, but for the sake of whatever good name I have left, those tales will remain sealed within the sticky, beer-soaked walls of “Smitty’s.”

But that particular Friday night, something was different.

As we walked in, the smoke hit us like a curtain, thick with cigarettes, cigars, and pot. And then, through the haze, an apparition appeared. She drifted through the room like a figure hopping from one cloud to the next before vanishing back into the mist. She moved like an angel with a mission.

She, we would later learn, was the new bus girl. Skinny’s had never had one before or since. The place was famous for sticky floors and the lingering smell of spilled beer, and no one had ever cared. Yet there she was, gliding through the crowd, clearing ashtrays and bottles, wiping tables and doing her best to avoid people like me.

But this was no ordinary bus girl. Let’s call her Cleopatra. Okay, too dramatic – let’s shorten it to Dawn.

Dawn was a knockout. The kind of girl you’d never expect to see working in a dive like Skinny’s. Honestly, sometimes I didn’t know what I was doing there myself, me being a truck driver and all.

She had deep brown eyes, long black hair, and a darker complexion than any of us sun-starved bar rats. We came in two shades: pasty white or sunburn red. Dawn also had dimples that could stop a room cold. I swear, she could’ve been Miss Illinois, although that whole age thing might’ve interfered.

JD and I both had our eyes on her. Hard not to. So did Larry and Scott, posted up on the other side of the bar. Which meant we had to act fast.

We pushed through the smoke, clawed past the crowd, and claimed our usual stools at the bar. We ordered beers from Linda, the bartender, and while she fetched them, we tried to sneak glances at Dawn like we weren’t being obvious idiots.

When Linda returned, she caught us both craning our necks. She rolled her eyes and informed us that Dawn was her cousin, in town for the summer to help with babysitting and to make a little extra money bussing tables.

For a few minutes, JD and I sat at the bar like teenagers, arguing over who was going to ask her out. Finally, one of us, neither of us can remember who suggested a coin toss to see who would hit on her. (And yes, back then we still used the phrase “hit on her.” Cringe-worthy now, but that was the parlance of the time.)

We called Linda over to officiate the toss. Looking back, I doubt she was thrilled about her two drunk regulars ogling her younger cousin. But the coin went up anyway.

And I won. I asked her out and she said “yes.” A year later, I asked her to marry me, and guess what, she said “yes” again. Was I a lucky guy or what?

That all happened 46 years ago, and she hasn’t left me yet.

We recently celebrated our forty-sixth anniversary.
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REMEMBERING MY OLD MAN
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May 30th marked the tenth anniversary of my father’s passing.

Sadly, the date flew completely under my radar.

I’m usually mindful of these milestones, but I was busy. Golf, writing, deadlines, life—whatever excuse you want to call it.

That’s what time does. It quietly alters your perception of what is important.

When my dad was alive, there wasn’t a day that passed without me talking to him, working with him, or at least thinking about him. Today, not nearly as much.

My father, Neal Webber Jr.—”Jerk” to those who knew him best—was considered a pillar of the community. He was a successful businessman, philanthropist, employer, and friend. Most people who met him liked him immediately. Few knew his first name was actually Albert.

To be honest, Dad and I weren’t on the best of terms when he passed away. That’s one of the complications of working in a family business, a dynamic that can only truly be understood by people who have lived it.

You’ll never have a tougher boss than your father.

It was always his way or the highway, which may help explain why our company is now approaching its eightieth year in business. (It may also explain why I’ve never been particularly fond of Frank Sinatra’s My Way.)

Even so, his death hit me hard—much harder than I thought it would.

For fifty-nine years, I had lived under his tutelage—and occasionally under his thumb. Suddenly, I was the one expected to make all the decisions. Nearly 300 employees across five states depended on me, along with customers, vendors, and several banking institutions.

Dad handled many things himself. He loved specifying and purchasing trucks, a process he kept largely to himself right up until the end. I wasn’t mechanically inclined like he was. He would be horrified to see what we pay for new trucks now.

If nothing else, Dad was as reliable as the sunrise.

He lived in Chebanse nearly his entire life, spending the last fifty-five years in the same house. I’ve lived in more houses during the past two decades than he did during his entire seventy-eight years on earth.

For the last thirty-five years of his life, he split his time between Illinois summers and Florida winters. When he was in Illinois, he was at the office by 8:00 every morning. When he was in Florida, he called me every afternoon at precisely 3:30.

The schedule never varied.

His final 3:30 call came only days before he died.

Life wasn’t always kind to him.

His father, whom he loved deeply, practically disowned him over politics. He was expelled from high school two weeks before graduation while the other boys involved escaped punishment. He later earned his GED while serving in the Army.

In 1978, he lost a daughter in a car accident, a loss from which I don’t think he ever fully recovered. It’s a comforting thought to believe they may be together again in the next life.

People took advantage of his generosity. He broke his back twice. When I graduated from high school in 1975, he attended the ceremony wearing a body cast that stretched from his neck to his ankles, sitting for hours in a building without air conditioning.

Yet through all of it, he remained remarkably stoic and appreciative.

Earlier, I said I don’t think about him as much anymore. That isn’t entirely true.

The truth is that I still rely on him all the time.

Dad never lived to see COVID, PPP loans, artificial intelligence, cryptocurrency, the George Floyd riots, sky-high truck prices, or many of the other events that have reshaped business and society during the past decade. He also never met eight of his great-grandchildren.

Yet every time I faced one of those challenges, I found myself asking the same question:

“What would Dad do?”

The answer wasn’t always obvious. Sometimes I even disagreed with what I imagined it might be.

But his voice was always there.

His influence remains.

Maybe that’s the real legacy of a parent. Not the business they build, the money they earn, or the reputation they leave behind.

It’s the fact that long after they’re gone, they’re still helping us make decisions.

So while I may have missed the anniversary itself, I suppose I haven’t really forgotten him at all.

Not even close.

Love you, Pop.

And I miss you still.
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​​CAN I HAVE A LICK
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Having finished dinner with friends at a little Italian restaurant about twenty-five miles from our home, my wife and I set off to return home. On the way, we stopped at a drive-up ice creamery for desert. We had driven by this place a million times before but had never stopped.

Business was good, as the parking lot was crammed full this Friday night. People were standing in line to order, while others milled around. It seemed to be a hangout for the youth of the town. I was lucky to find a parking spot, surprisingly right in the front. Somebody must have just left.

There was an SUV parked next to me, the back gate open to the cool night air. Sitting inside on a sleeping bag, were a mother and her two children, a boy, an older sister, and the family dog. All were munching or licking on what looked like some very good ice cream concoctions. Well, not so much Fido.

Exiting my car, I made my way to the back of the SUV. The boy appeared to be about seven and was licking furiously on a version of a really big ice cream cone. Quite naturally, mom was looking me over with some suspicion in her eyes, which softened when my wife appeared by my side.

Cutting right to the chase, I looked at junior. I said, “Hey my man, I am quite picky about my ice cream, and as I had never been to this particular establishment before, I was wondering if you might give me a lick of your ice cream cone. I only need one.”

I am pretty sure my wife groaned at this point.

Junior’s eyes got big as his ice cream cone. He had probably never had a stranger have the unmitigated gall to ask him for a lick of his ice cream. In fact, I would bet on it. He looked over at his mother, as if she might know who this screwball was that would dare ask for a lick of his ice cream. I can only imagine the thoughts going on his head at that point. Slowly, he smiled as he shook his head in an emphatic no! He probably couldn’t spell emphatic, but he certainly knew how to look that way. I could see it in his eyes that there was no way this crazy old coot was getting any of his ice cream cone. Not tonight anyway.

As the chances are you don’t know me, it is at this point I should tell you something. I am overweight, particularly in the mid-section. Okay, more than a little! There, I said it. I also happen to sport a white beard and mustache. My hair, which I proudly have most of even while nearing seventy, is in the process of turning white a little more each day. I’m also kind of a joker around children.

I glanced over to mom. She was now smiling, in on the ruse, which gave me the opportunity to go on. The conversation went something like this:

Me: “Are you sure I can’t have just one lick?”

Junior: (Silence as he continues to grin, lick, and shake his head, again with an emphatic no, all at the same time. It was a quite remarkable contortion of his face.)

Mom: “You can give him a lick, can’t ya.” (Actually, she said his name, but as I previously mentioned about my advancing age, for the life of me I can’t think of what is was. We’ll just go with the name ‘Mike’ for the rest of the story.)

Me: “If you’re sure, Mike, that you won’t give me a lick, I guess I’ll have to go get my own, but I sure would like just one lick of yours to see if I like it first. You know, young fella, other kids never seem to mind.”

Mike: (Silence, still with the face contortions.)

I’m pretty sure at this point his licking intensified as if thought he could eat the whole thing right in front of me. That ice cream bar cone was so big, I was sure it would melt on his hand and the sleeping bag long before he was able to eat it. Hopefully, Fido got a few licks too.

Mom is still smiling. My wife, not so much and has suggested a couple of times we might leave the young family alone. Big sister, a bespeckled young lass possibly of junior high school age, is now standing on my other side, also smiling. I have no idea where she came from or how she got there, but I sensed she’s interested to know where this exchange is going too. Will Mikey give him a lick.

Me: “Well, Mike if you’re not going to share, I guess I’m going to have to go get some for myself to see how good it is. Sure, would have been better to have gotten at least one lick though, just to see if I like it. I’d hate to buy some and not like it, know what I mean?”

Mike slowed down his licking to look at me, cocking his head sideways a little. It was as if he was wondering if I was serious and that he should be considering actually giving this strange old man a lick of his cone. Or maybe it was because his sister was egging him on. It also occurred to me he might be getting a brain freeze 
too for rapidly advancing on that ice cream to protect it from me. But it seemed he might be realizing something.
Not wanting to overstay my welcome to the point where mom might feel the need to call the local constabulary, I repeated that I guessed I would just have to get my own. I said my goodbye, thanked mom, and turned to head up to the counter to order. I had taken about two steps when I heard Mikey speak excitedly to his mom:

“Did I just say no to Santa?”

Turning back, I smiled and said, “Ho, Ho, Ho.”
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​​ME AND MY BABY
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Back in the sixties the country was turbulent. Viet Nam was wearing thin on folks. Civil disobedience, riots, mayhem, and hippies were everywhere.  Rock and roll music had become the petulant child of the music scene, much to the elders chagrin.

At least that’s what I was told. Not so much in the small town I grew up. We seemed a world apart from the hectic activities shown on television, if we even watched. Life was simple. My bicycle, the one with a steering wheel, and the Chicago Cubs overfilled my cranium.

Grandpa Willy would pick me up some Saturday afternoons in his 1957 Chevy Bel Aire. Despite age and a little rust – the car, not Grandpa, it was beautiful. He said it was the ‘cream of the crop’ when manufactured. I took his word for it as it was built the same year I was born.

We’d frequent the local bowling alley. He’d have a beer, me a coke, and we’d watch Cubs games in color. The bar was air-conditioned too, something not found in households in our town. I can still recall the Danley Garage commercials on Channel 9 and Hamms Beer clock on the wall.

Sixty years later, long after Grandpa had passed, I came upon an opportunity to buy a 1957 Chevy Bel Aire, just like Grandpa’s. Someone (not named me) had modified it back to its almost-original grandeur. An aqua “baby” blue, it was a real eye-catcher, just like Grandpa had boasted. I bought the car, wondering if it could possibly have been his.

One Saturday afternoon, I was out cruising in the “Baby,” as the wife would call it, back to my hometown. The busy little community remembered from the 60’s was now bereft of the mom/pop businesses that had lined the streets, all victims of mega box store-itis. The empty streets gave the town an almost reverential quietness. Gone were the busy people and kids like me riding bicycles all over town back in the day. No human activity could be seen anywhere. I was disappointed.

I drove by the bowling alley, long ago burnt, before stopping for a beer at a nearby tavern. On this Saturday afternoon, I was the lone patron. To make it more morose, they had a White Sox game on big-screen television. After one beer I decided driving the Baby would be more enjoyable.

Sliding into the driver’s seat, I bumped my knee on something under the dash. Looking underneath I found a knob that had not been noticed before. It seemingly had no use so I turned it anyway. Nothing happened. Perhaps it had been left over from refurbishing.

Sitting up behind the steering wheel, my head was down, foot firmly on the brake and my right hand twisting the key in the ignition, I fired the Baby up.  She started immediately, and seemingly with more gusto. More raucous than normal I thought.

Peering out the windshield, I did a double take The town appeared differently, perhaps brighter than when I had slid into the seat to leave. People were milling about. The grass seemed greener, the buildings more vibrant, and colors everywhere seemed to pop. What was in that beer, I wondered.

Looking around I saw, to my astonishment, the enormous old grain elevator, the same one that had been in this very spot sixty years ago. It had not been there when I parked. Across the street were bicycles and kids in front of the variety store, eating ice cream bars and drinking pop, much as I had there sixty years ago. Next to it was the bar and grille that seemed the center of the community. The building was closed and for sale when I had drove into town, now people were going in and out.

Putting the Baby in gear, I turned south along the main street, not believing what I was seeing. There was the old community building where my wife and I had our wedding reception all those years ago. The building looked fresh and new, with men congregated outside ready for the fish fry and stag which were held frequently. Next to it was the stately insurance office that was a bank long before I was born. Across the street was the other grain elevator that had a scale for farmers to weigh their trucks. A small post office was across the street in the shadow of that huge and dilapidated old two-story grocery/butcher shop that always looked like it was about to fall into the street.

Block after block, I had been transported back to the sixties to the old town I had known so well in my youth. I was waving at people that I know I had read their obituaries.

On the street of the house where I was raised, a funny thing happened. Standing next to a fire hydrant, leg in the air, was my childhood dog, Ernie Banks. He watched me intensely, as if not believing his eyes. I stopped the car in a lurch. wanting to hug my old pal, who I hadn’t seen in decades. I hit my knee again on that darn knob getting out of the car.

To my shock, as soon as I stepped out of the car, Ernie was gone. He simply disappeared before my eyes. I walked to where he had been, but there was no dog.

Dejectedly, I drove off. Winding my way through the neighborhoods to exit the town, I noticed everything had returned to its dusty, lonely self, the same as when I had driven into town. Heading home, I tried to wrap my head around what had just happened.

It occurred to me though that perhaps it was that knob that brought me back and just how special my car really was. I was sure I had Grandpa Willy’s old ’57 Chevy. I reached under to make sure the knob was still there.

The Baby and I were going to have many fine moments together.
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​​A PIGRIMAGE TO WHISTLING STRAITS
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A couple of weeks ago, a group of us made a pilgrimage north to Kohler, Wisconsin — the hallowed ground of American golf — to play their legendary courses. This is the home of the renowned Whistling Straits, a place so wind-swept and sculpted you’d swear it had been carved by time itself.

But, as their website proudly admits, it wasn’t time that shaped these 560 acres — it was Pete Dye. The course was the vision of Herb Kohler Jr., who transformed a defunct airfield into a masterpiece that opened in 1998. Two full miles of its fairways run along the ragged edge of Lake Michigan, where the water looks as cold as an ex-wife’s heart.

Whistling Straits has hosted its share of legends:

2004 PGA Championship, won by Vijay Singh.

In 2010, Germany’s Martin Kaymer took down our own Bubba Watson in a playoff.

In 2015, Jason Day shot an absurd 20-under-par. Comparatively, after playing golf for over 45 years, I don’t think I have ever been under par once.

And, just to show off, the 2021 Ryder Cup was played there — Team USA victorious. Not bad for a public course that now sits among the top hundred in the world.

It’s also home to over 1,000 bunkers, and I became intimately acquainted with more of them than I care to count. The 8th hole alone has 102 bunkers — an act of either divine mischief or Pete Dye’s secret audition for Dante’s Inferno. Perhaps both.

Day One – Meadows Valley

We arrived on Thursday, bright-eyed and full of delusions, and reported to the Meadows Valley Course at Blackwolf Run, host of the 2012 Women’s Open. Blackwolf, by the way, was named for the Winnebago chief of the same name — a fitting moniker for a course that punished me with tribal-level precision.

Of the four we played, this was my least favorite. Technically brilliant, yes — but about as forgiving as a tax code. It wasn’t scenic enough to distract from the beating I took. I won’t share my score out of respect for my ego.

Day Two – The River Course

The next day, we returned to Blackwolf Run and tackled The River Course, which instantly became my favorite. It twists and flows with the Sheboygan River like a green ribbon — deceptively serene until it eats your golf ball alive. My score didn’t show it, but I loved every minute.

After the round, we walked the ten-hole par-3 course, which encourages barefoot play. Many brave souls obliged. I, however, remained firmly shod. Call me a tenderfoot — I call it survival.

Day Three – The Straits

Saturday brought the main event: Whistling Straits.

Now, here’s the thing about The Straits — no carts allowed. You hoof it, every hill, every dune, every cruel yard of it, with a caddie carrying not just your bag but your partner’s too — a show of athletic arrogance that defies physics. And he outpaced me!

So there I was: trudging, wheezing, muttering, and pretending I was “just taking in the view.” My scorecard looked like an accident report, and I swear I caught a few pitying glances from my partners. Maybe it was compassion. Maybe it was horror.

Still, walking that course felt like being inside golf’s cathedral — wind from the lake, gulls overhead, and the ghosts of Ryder Cups past whispering, “Aim left, you fool.”

Day Four – The Irish

Our final round was at The Irish Course, Whistling Straits’ inland sibling. It’s a beautiful track — rolling and generous, less punishing but still smug. I played no better, of course. At that point, consistency was my only strength.

Final Thoughts

We stayed in first-rate lodgings — a suite with four bedrooms, all of us under one roof like a college reunion for men old enough to know better. Pricey? Sure. Worth it? Absolutely.

If you ever get the chance, make the pilgrimage. Bring friends, bring patience, and bring plenty of golf balls. Oh — and for the love of God, don’t forget your sand wedge. You’ll probably need it before you’ve even seen the first green.

​​
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A BOX OF GOLD

[image: ]


[image: ]

It was the summer of 1970 when my cousin, Cub, managed to get a summer job hanging on to the back of a garbage truck to help collect the town’s trash barrels. We didn’t have nice clean plastic receptacles back then in our town, it was usually rusty 55-gallon barrels to be lifted up into the back of the truck. The barrels were also used as burn barrels as there was no law against burning your trash then. Sometimes we’d come upon a barrel still burning. There was no such thing as trash bags either, so the inside of the rusty barrels were filthy, stinky and probably crawling with every bug known to man. In short, it wasn’t easy work.

Cub was only fifteen at the time, with a white crew cut and a face full of freckles. He was a big kid that could work like a man. Joe, the route driver that  hired Cub just sat in the cab of the vehicle all day and grunted at people, never helping with the heavy barrels.

One hot sweltering hazy morning two employees didn’t show up for work. Joe found himself  short on help but wanted no part of lifting the drums himself. His problem, he had no idea who to call. He mentioned his plight to Cub. For some reason Cub thought of me and his kid brother, Chris. All these years later, I suspect Cub was being devious, probably jealous he had to get up so early while we slept in.

At that time I was thirteen and Chris twelve. He claimed he was thirteen, but we all knew better. We were both bean poles weighing less than a buck thirty and couldn’t lift a barrel by ourselves. We only knew how to work like boys, two-manning the hefty barrels up barely past the back ledge of the truck. Cub often help so he was getting grumpy. Cub often got grumpy with us.

There wasn’t room on the back of the truck for three people, just two. For whatever reason, Joe made me ride shotgun in the filthy cab. This meant I had to get down at every step, help Chris, and then shimmy back into the cab while Cub and Chris got to hang on to the back in full view of the towns people who could see the two young boys working so hard. At the time I thought they were so lucky – all these years later I can’t think of any reason why I would want to ride on the back of a smelly garbage truck.

Then it happened! At one stop there was an old Underwood Deviled Ham cardboard box loosely taped up and sitting by the trash barrel. Cub went to pick it up, remarking on how heavy the box was. He set the box back down to see if the house owner had loaded it with rocks. Or he thought there was really deviled ham
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