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Eighteen-year-old Brandon Lockwood took a few steps toward his car, his arms loaded with boxes full of textbooks and proceeded to fall on the asphalt parking lot. 

It wasn't a hard fall, just a scraped knee, torn boxes, and books everywhere. Brandon stood, brushed off his pants, gathered the books, and continued with his task of packing his 1982 Crimson Chevy Nova Super Sport for a long Christmas break after his first year at Jacksonville State University in Northeast Alabama.

The leaves from the many yellow-poplar, beech, and black walnuts had long since fallen as the lower Cumberland Plateau countryside lay barren and awaiting the usual early spring the south consistently offered.

Most of the other students at the region's well-known party college had left the many three-story dormitories, making the large parking lot look like a Wal-Mart during Thanksgiving until the following January.

As Brandon placed the books, dirty clothes, and his Ovation guitar into the back seat of the sedan, the skies presented an array of deep fluorescent blues, reds, and oranges. The crisp winter weather was perfect for a long road trip back to his hometown in Mobile. In his daily journal, which Dr. Williams, his psychology professor, had encouraged for all his students, Brandon wrote:
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Friday, 8:52 p.m.
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I'm not really big on writing, but my psych teacher said it'd make better people out of us if we just learn to record and process our thoughts and deep emotions. I wonder why no high school teacher bothered to share that bit of information with us before? I have a few friends who write diaries, but I never cared for them and never saw the need for one. But I think that this first trip back home might make for an interesting read. Who knows, maybe I'll read this again in twenty years for laughs.

Just hope I make it that long. I've got to watch my speed in this stupidly fast car my Dad got me for having made it out of high school.

Thanks, Dad.

I'm driving home from my first semester at college, which I am sure, none of my high school teachers thought for a moment that I'd attend. There's one more thing, though. Although I just met her about a month ago, I'm also really missing my girlfriend, Isabella.

And home. It's always good to have a home to go back to.

I've never been away from home so long before. I suppose that's par for the course for so many 18-year-olds who've spent their entire lives confined to their parents' house and their hometowns. Right now, I just want to get home.

Funny how homesickness grows the closer I get there.

So, I'm starting my trip back home the same way I got here. I'm headed south on Highway 21 through Talladega and Montgomery. I prefer it to going through Birmingham and the big, crowded, and never-ending construction zone Interstate.

Sure, it's more secluded and darker with the absence of streetlights on a large part of the way, but it's just a nicer drive. And if you look closely, you can almost see the Talladega Speedway around Munford, and sometimes, on an even clearer day, you can see Mount Cheaha a little further south to the left in the distance.

Something catastrophic happened to my musical listening entertainment, which made the drive a bit more unpleasant. One of my Lynyrd Skynyrd 8-track tapes died somewhere close to Sylacauga, and killed the 8-track player as well. So, I turned on the radio to one of those overnight opinionated talk show hosts. Of course, I spent the next 30 minutes yelling at him, but the whole exercise kept me awake, which I suppose was the purpose.
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Friday, 9:03 p.m.
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Something absolutely awesome happened a few minutes ago. I saw a shooting star. It was the biggest and brightest falling star I'd ever seen. I guess I can count the number of shooting stars I've seen on my right hand, but it doesn't matter. It was spectacular.

At least, I really thought it was a star.

*
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MOST OF THE WAY SOUTH of Montgomery, there was little light pollution, so the stars were visible and beautiful. I couldn't help but try to take in all of the vastness of the stars. Rarely did I get a chance to see so many stars, considering I lived in the state's second-largest city.

I was almost to Georgiana when the thing lit up half the southern sky.

Half the sky!

No, I am not kidding.

I'm talking from New Orleans to Destin Beach, give or take a few hundred miles, I suppose.

I know that Isabella would have loved to see it. She loves shooting stars. She talks about them all the time anyway.

Who doesn't like them, right?

But then the second one appeared, and I got a little exercised.

Not scared or frightened, just alerted.

More aware of my surroundings.

But here's what's crazy. When I can see the pine trees lining Interstate 65, which are normally in total darkness, I realize that it isn't a run-of-the-mill shooting star with the standard wishes.

Nope.

From what my political science professor has been teaching us at JSU, I'm thinking Soviets.

Commies.

Ruskies!

Finally.

After all those years of practicing the head-between-the-knees position in elementary school, and sometimes hiding under school desks that were obviously designed to protect from the debilitating effects of nuclear radiation and blasts, they've finally done it.

They've launched the ICBMs, and obviously, the sparsely populated south Alabama was the main target.

Must be.

That's got to be it!

OK. OK. Got to calm down and think clearly.

Maybe it's not the Russians. Maybe Canadians? Nah.

I'm gonna get back on the road and try to make it to a gas station and call home to check on everyone.

I had pulled off the road onto the shoulder. But I felt like a sitting duck here on this big Interstate now. I'm gonna try to make it to Evergreen.
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Friday, 9:37 p.m.
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I make it to one of those big, oversized truck stops at the first Evergreen exit. My heart is racing. I am sure that one of the Ruskies saw me so, just to be careful, I drive without the headlights on for ten miles.

I think I hit a small deer, maybe two.

The sky is so full of lights streaking everywhere. I don't know what to do. They start at one end of the horizon and in a split second, they're at the other end.

Does physics work like that? Instantaneous travel?

I ain't never seen anything like it. Well, on Star Trek, maybe. My hands are sweating, my chest is pounding, and my eyes are in disbelief.
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