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On any given workday at 5:30 am, traffic on Interstate 10 west out of Mobile would be light, Bradley Washington would still manage to be late for his job at the nearest air force base.

Traffic was never heavy going west unless residents were fleeing en mass as a hurricane bore down on the Gulf Coast. 

Which occasionally happened.

On weekdays, most drivers were headed east into the port city for work.

Bradley was thankful for the lack of traffic as he headed to work after staying the weekend at his cousin’s house in Satsuma. Keesler Air Force Base in Biloxi, Mississippi, was his destination, where he worked in a small office listening to boring conversations of low-level diplomats in Moscow. The sun had not yet risen as Bradley pulled onto Interstate 65 south.

The South Alabama weather was in the middle of changing from a blistering summer heat to a slightly less blistering heat for the autumn months. Bradley’s route took him to the intersection of Interstate 65 and Interstate 10. After that, Bradley drove his truck west until he reached one of several exits that led south into Biloxi.

After he settled into his almost hour-long commute, he accidentally tuned his truck radio to the local NPR station. Bradley always had the opinion that their professional readers consistently turned the most horrible-sounding news into palatable but toxic sweet-sounding vocal solos. Leaving that station, Bradley found a news station discussing a missing person report over in Pensacola.

The report stated that the person was a recent immigrant, maybe from Nicaragua, who went out to pick up food and a newspaper at a local convenience store near Perdido Bay and just disappeared. He was last reported wearing khaki pants, a blue long-sleeve shirt, a New York Mets baseball hat, and had jet-black hair.

Well, hope they find him before whomever he owes money to does, Bradley thought.

Bradley looked at life cynically and thought most things could be explained logically. He believed in a creator but was not a churchgoer.

Bradley drove an old Chevrolet S-10 Tahoe that his dad had purchased for him a year before he died from an unexpected encounter with a freight train. Bradley was supposed to use the truck as a service vehicle continuing in his dad’s steps as a plumbing contractor.

When that didn’t happen, Bradley sought a softer and what he thought would be an easier approach to making a living and enrolled in college.

The irony to that was, after working hard to get accepted, Bradley left university after one month and enlisted in the Air Force.

In the rearview mirror, Bradley watched as the rising sun first turned the eastern sky into a radiant cacophony of red and purple and eventually peeked its bright face over the horizon eliminating the need for headlights.

Having had enough of news, Bradley found a classical music station and settled into the long drive listening to Brahm’s Hungarian Dance Number 1.

Around mile marker five, as the classical music rang through the truck’s tiny cab, Bradley contemplated stopping at the Grand Bay exit for food. As he slowed the small truck to exit, Bradley thought that he saw someone or something on the side of the road.

You’ve got to be kidding me, Bradley thought as he pulled his truck onto the shoulder. What’s anyone doing out here so early in the morning?

Bradley’s dad had taught him to pick up hitchhikers. They are just people in need of a ride somewhere. However, his dad also taught him to be ready if things went south. Bradley was ready for that possibility as he removed the Smith & Wesson 9mm from the center console and placed it in the driver’s side door compartment for easier access if necessary.

Bradley coasted up behind the lone traveler and stopped. There was nothing remarkable about the young man that stuck out to Bradley. He did think that he looked like many of the Mexican nationals he saw on a daily basis out on Pass Road.

The young man hesitantly walked towards the truck.

Bradley stretched over and opened the door. 

“Morning,” Bradley said. “Hop in.”

The man smiled and said in very rough English, “You go Cali?”

Bradley smiled and wished secretly that he’d taken seventh-grade Spanish a little more seriously.

“No. I’m not going that far, but I can take you as far as Biloxi if you want,” Bradley said.

Showing no understanding of what Bradley said, the young man nonetheless sat down in the passenger seat.

The visitor was probably 21-24 years old and wore worn khaki pants and a blue shirt. He carried only a green military-style bag in his hands.

Already late, Bradley pulled back onto the interstate and continued west.

He tried to make conversation to learn a little something about his newly acquired traveling companion.

“What’s your name? Bradley asked slowly as most people do when speaking through a language barrier.

Along with Braham, the methodical sound of the road humming through the miles filled the cabin. The man thought for a few seconds and said, “Dominic. My name, Dominic.”

“Well, good to meet you, Dominic,” Bradley said.

Dominic said nothing, but he smiled.

“Where are you from, Dominic?” Bradley asked hoping that the man’s English was not as bad as Bradley’s Spanish.

Dominic understood and said, “Nicaragua. I, Nicaragua.”

“Oh, I see,” Bradley said and rattled off a few more questions. “That’s a long way. Did you travel through Mexico? How long have you been traveling?”

Dominic shifted his eyes towards Bradley with an expression that communicated either, I don’t understand or Don’t ask me that and Bradley was not sure which.

“OK,” Bradley said. “It doesn’t matter now. You’re here now.”

“Yes. Yes. Here,” Dominic said, smiling.

With the morning sun glaring just above the horizon in Bradley’s rear-view mirror, he had trouble seeing. Bradley reached with his right arm and adjusted the mirror.

Dominic jumped, not understanding what the driver was doing.

“Whoa there. It’s all good. I just can’t see very well. The sun is blinding me.” Bradley pointed behind them and used the word sol repeatedly, one of the three words he remembered from middle school Spanish.

Dominic caught on and settled down. But while looking backward toward the sun, Dominic caught a glimpse of Bradley’s Air Force uniforms hanging from a metal bar in the bed of the camper-shell-covered truck.

With a face reflecting pure panic, Dominic could only get out the words through his heavily accented speech. “You military?”

To Bradley, the question was not a desire for conversation, but a kneejerk panicking reaction for information.

What difference did it matter if he was military or not? Bradley thought. There are lots of folks on the Gulf Coast who were in the military. From Eglin all the way to Gulfport, there were several military posts.

Because Bradley was going to report first to the running track for some light physical training, he was not in uniform that morning. 

“Yes. Yes. I am in the Air Force,” Bradley said.

The answer did not completely calm Dominic’s nerves. But after a few minutes, he settled down a bit, straightened up, and stared at the road ahead. The fact that the traveler was now more anxious after simply seeing the military uniforms made Bradley wary.

“Were you in the military back
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