
  
      
  1.


  From the LT’s Desk


  A Pretty Good Day


  I like the month of August. As a seasoned and sturdy Mainer, I can tell you that it might be the most perfect month.


  The sometimes-excessive traffic that July brings us has thinned out a bit. The nights start to get a little cooler, and the mosquitos seem to have moved on after becoming bored with my blood type.


  What is a pretty good day for a police officer? You have read the narratives about the worst day an officer can have, but what is a good day? I will give you some insight.


  It starts with a sunbeam being chased by a cool breeze through the slightly opened bedroom window. No one else is up, and the extra-dark-roast Folgers smells stronger than normal. This is a good thing. Putting in that extra half scoop could border on genius. I would compare it to finding a faded and freshly washed five-dollar bill in the pocket of your favorite jeans. It was there all along; you just had to reach in one more time.


  Even though the dog clearly indicated that she was in tremendous distress from holding back last night’s hydration, she seems to be uninterested in doing the deed that needs to be done. You mention to her that she needs to do the “business,” and she notices that the jogger going by the house needs extra motivation. After making threats of going inside, she looks at you as if to indicate that you tried that yesterday, and the day before. You wait. When she is satisfied that she has won, relief is imminent. Is she smiling? I think so.


  The coffee is perfect; the bathroom is empty; and the hot water flows immediately without hesitation. The black-sock drawer is full, and your shoes are exactly where you left them.


  The truck starts, and “Magic” Matt Alan must have read your mind as Jackson Browne’s “That Girl Could Sing” comes on Sirius/XM 70s on 7. The only traffic on the road consists of those who are intent on getting to work by six. None of them dilly-dally. We all have someplace to be.


  The parking lot is a decision-free paradise of empty spaces, and you get the one in the corner. No door dings today. This is shaping up nicely.


  Your gear is where you left it; the sergeant is in a pretty good mood; and you get you first choice in cruiser, beat selection, and lunch time—the trifecta of a perfect day.


  Your beat calls are minimal as the sun rises higher into the sky, and there were no burglaries of cars or homes—at least not on your beat. The night guy did a good job, probably patrolled the right spots at the right time. He left the car clean and full of gas. Someone pinch me. Am I being punk’d?


  You check on the welfare of a woman who had not been heard from for a couple of days. Her family is worried. She answers the door, and you smell homemade muffins.


  Her cell phone charger was chewed up by the dog, and she will get a new one today. You let her use your cellphone, and she makes the call. Everyone is relieved. The muffins were excellent. Houlton Farms butter made all the difference. She picked the blueberries herself. It is August, after all. She hugs you. It happens. It’s good.


  Next up is the report of a man lying in the bushes. There is no man in the bushes. It’s an old, empty Jansport backpack—nothing in it. It smells really bad. You move on. You feel like the priest in the movie, Caddyshack, playing his perfect game in a lightning storm. Not becoming overconfident, you also recall that it was the priest’s last game.


  The D-beat guy is busy, and E-Beat is stuck on a traffic accident. Your beat remains quiet. Since you still have three bucks left on your Dunkin coffee card, you get an extra-large. No humidity today. The two-way radio is quiet, and it’s double-shot Tuesday on K-100 FM. The Allman Brothers are up next. No one waves you down for directions, and you hear both songs uninterrupted. Man, you are so glad that no one has ever tried to remake “Sweet Melissa.” As long as that Bieber kid doesn’t do it.


  Two traffic stops for minor violations allow you to warn the drivers to lighten up on the pedal and to get that inspection sticker taken care of. We understand that vacation with family takes precedence to our pesky inspection laws. The car would easily pass. Promises are made, and we all move on. Voluntary compliance is the epitome of a successful traffic program.


  A counter complaint comes in, and you get called back to the station. These are like being last pick at a Yankee-swap party. Chances are you are going to be sorry. Not today.


  The woman wants to report that she received a scam-call from an out of state phone number. She did not succumb to the promises of sudden riches. She just thought it might be important to tell someone about it. You thank her and advise her she did the right thing by blowing the signal whistle in the man’s ear. Nice work, Mrs. Colvin, nice work.


  Lunchtime comes, and the C-beat guy owes you pizza. No one is in the lunchroom watching the television and that means that no one is watching The Price is Right. Bob Barker was the king, and Drew Carey just doesn’t hold the microphone correctly. Someone left a chocolate cream pie for everyone. You look up into the clouds through the window of the lunchroom—no sign of rain, no humidity. You hear the overhead intercom and the sweet voice of a dispatcher that you have a call pending. The A-beat guy calls in at the same time and says he will take the call since he knows you are eating. You remind yourself to buy him a coffee.


  The afternoon run of back-to-back AC/DC is interrupted by the call of an active domestic on C-beat, and you head over to back up your brother. He bought pizza—it’s the least you can, even if he hadn’t bought the pizza.


  The suspect struck his girlfriend with an empty glass and has taken off on-foot. He was last seen wearing a pair of baggy jeans and a blue hooded sweatshirt. Sure enough, he is walking quickly up Union Street, looking back in the opposite direction. As you pull up, he pays no mind to the man in the blue suit. You have somehow been enshrouded in the cloak of invisibility. “This is not the police officer you are looking for.” You smile.


  As you call out for him to stop, you have already warmed up to a jog. He looks twenty years younger than you—maybe nineteen, since you started the regimen of “Just for Men.” No one has even noticed. Sure they haven’t.


  This will surprise him. Santa-cop for the delivery, moving in fast from the east. He hears you and does not heed your words. Strange. No one does anymore. No matter. You have a pretty good pace going, and you note that the baggy jeans are chafing him ever so gently. By the time he grabs his belt loops to avoid becoming a pant-less sprinter, you have taken him into a comfortable and nurturing embrace.


  The grass is soft, and since he was in front, that places him on the bottom. Gravity and your extra fifty pounds are an evil mistress.


  His pants soak up the inevitable grass stains, and your indigo-blue does not suffer even one late-season dandelion stain. The handcuffs slide on his sweaty wrists nicely. His knuckles are scuffed and bleeding slightly. He didn’t just hit her with the shot glass. He calls you names. Note to self: Remember that one. It’s kind of funny.


  His mouth emits excessive noise, but it can be tough having an old guy take you to jail. You ask him if his mother knows he talks that way. He calls your mother naughty names. You assure him that she is a wonderful lady and that your mother would have caught him just as easily.


  Silence never comes, even during his thorough search by the corrections officers. It’s 1545 before the paperwork is finished. The C-beat guy owes you another pizza tomorrow. He is still speaking to the victim, who confirms that you have arrested her former boyfriend. You hope he stays “former,” but you know things are not always that simple. The DV detective will follow-up further to help her get the resources she needs to stay away from Mr. Baggy-Pants. Hopefully he will stay in jail this time. Wish in one hand. Your uncle was right.


  You turn in your paperwork and are changing into blue jeansand a ripped tee-shirt before 1600.


  Little League tonight. Light traffic on the way home. Jackson Browne’s “Running on Empty” comes on. You realize that tomorrow you get to do it all again.


  

  It Wears You Down


  The reports come in and are read in the order of arrival over the past twenty-four hours.


  Wading daily through each and every report generated at our agency causes your eyes to blur and your heart to harden a little more.


  I have found myself pushed further away from actual police work in the last few years. My good sergeant, who slogs through the opposite twelve hours of reports, was my partner in years past; still is. It is just different now.


  We reflect on our wonderful years as “just detectives” sometimes in my office, late in the afternoon, when the sun is shining on our faces and our thinning hairlines. We both miss the chase, the mistakes, the wins, and the losses.


  We miss the lies and the second guessing. We miss the slamming of a gavel and a jury walking out of a room to tell us that we pulled it off—again. We miss winning and the sobbing hugs from thankful victim’s family members.


  The good men and women who work for us now never knew what we did or how we did it. They just have to trust that we know what we are doing when we prod them in one direction or another as they navigate the world of people doing bad things to one another.


  His skill set in detecting was a little different than mine, and it worked quite well for us. His joke was always, “He does the words and I do the numbers.”


  He was referring to the fact that I forget things during long and drawn-out conversations with suspects. Our quarry varied; some of them guilty, some of them completely innocent.


  He has a masterful grasp of details, facts, and a memory and level of intelligence that belies the goofy persona that he presents publicly.


  My forté has always been just talking to people—mainly finding things we had in common, telling stories, and making them feel at home and comfortable.


  I have a standard line that I share with younger officers. If you cannot find at least something to like about someone, even an evil sexual predator or murderer of another human, you will never be able to make them comfortable enough to tell you the truth about what they might have done.


  I stand by it, and I have learned to find something to like about humans who did horrific things to others. My job is not to hate; my job is to get to the truth of the matter. In turn, and with an open mind, you learn to find traits in others that are admirable and interesting.


  I was once put down as a job reference by a man who admitted to doing horrible things to other humans. Do you know why? Because he liked me and trusted me enough to tell me that he actually did do the things that he was accused of.


  He then felt comfortable enough to put me down as a reference for a job that he applied for after he had served his sentence. I couldn’t tell them how I knew him. I just called him and advised him that I would not be the person to share how we had met. He understood. I don’t know if he got the job.


  It’s a strange relationship that is built between criminal minds and police officers’ souls. You’d have to be there to understand it.


  I know I take the long way around the barn to share something with you. I apologize for this. My mind does not work in a linear fashion, but I think this has helped me.


  I need to take a drive, smell the air, and feel the story; it’s just how I remember things.


  One morning I was reading a report from a domestic situation between a man and a woman. While the officer was doing follow-up a day or so after the terrifying event, the victim’s mother showed up to see her daughter.


  Our cop was there checking the boxes, making sure she had what she needed, and doing the good work that goes unnoticed by the world.


  It’s not glamorous, but it’s important. It won’t be seen on Live PD, or Cops. It won’t be seen on the First 48 or Court TV. It’s about crossing “T”s and dotting “I”s to make sure that whatever happened to them does not happen to them again.


  The victim’s mother showed up to bring her daughter a new doorknob and lockset to try to keep her daughter safe; to keep her daughter’s partner out the next time he went on a rampage.


  That’s all her mom could do. In my world, that is not the kind of gift a mom should be bringing her daughter. It certainly says something about the human condition.


  I don’t know why that struck me. I don’t know why I am telling you this, I really don’t. But that’s what we see, and this is what we do.


  For a moment, just a few seconds, I disagreed with everything I just wrote about finding something to like about people who do bad things.


  Like a continuous heating and cooling cycle in an engine, furnace, or any kind of machinery, this stuff wears a person down.


  Think about that for a minute the next time you see a cop go by with their blue lights and siren on. Think about that when you turn to your friend and say, “They must be late for coffee,” or “They are headed to pick up the day-old doughnuts.”


  There is a good chance that that cop, that man or woman alone in a car, is heading to stop what that lockset and doorknob cannot. And we have to just keep on trying.


  

  The Chair


  During the last twenty-five years, I have found myself seated in the wooden chair more times than I can count. Last night, I decided that it should move with me into a new office. No one with any common sense would ever discard a chair like this.


  I love this chair. It is far more comfortable than any modern, office-specific seating device, and I would hate to see it go the way of the gray military-surplus filing cabinets or the brick-shaped green Motorola “portable” radios that no longer transmit or receive.


  The seat is contoured almost perfectly, the arms feel as if they rise to meet yours as you sit down, and the back is tolerable, even when wearing a gun belt.


  When you are a police officer and are selected to fill an inside office-centric job, no one comes to you with a furniture catalog or swatches of fabric for easy drape selection. You use what is available, rummage around in storage closets, and take what you can get.


  I could build a partition wall with the old Motorola’s or an armored car with the surplus filing cabinets. Of course, we would never be able to get into the things as someone lost the keys to the locks in 1954.


  I was lucky enough to gain control of the well-worn wooden chair because it was already in my office when I arrived.


  I spent many moments sitting in it while speaking to the former occupants of the office—at least three sergeants during my time here, and, of course it has been well-used by visitors to my office for a little over three years.


  I have never heard one person claim discomfort while spending time in the chair. I cannot say the same about a few uncomfortable conversations. I tend to stare a lot.


  W.H. Gunlocke of Wayland, New York, produced this chair in the 1920s. How it became property of the Bangor Police Department is probably a boring story, but the stories the chair holds within its steam-bent arms are probably far more interesting than anything I could ever write.


  I sat in this chair, or one of its office mates, during interviews to become a police officer. Several sister chairs were placed in the hallway near Sandra Russell’s office in the old Bangor Police Department at 35 Court Street.


  Good people waited for sad news in these chairs. That’s what I see when I look at it. That’s what I feel when I sit in it.


  Some of the old wooden chairs, and probably this one, were placed beside the desks of detectives who did this job long before I did. Their questions, meant to elicit truths, likely created the smooth finish and polished patina that now makes the chair so comfortable. A suspect, under pressure, moves in ways that a craftsman’s polisher never could.


  Modern replacements with mood enhancing fabrics and powder-coated black-steel frames stand readily available for sitting at 240 Main Street, but I would choose this chair over all of those.


  Ghosts sit in these chairs—ghosts of the craftsmen who built them, the criminals who lied in them, and the cops who cried in them.


  I’ll take this chair.


  

  A Patrolman Pondering Parades


  I like fireworks on the Fourth of July, but parades are overrated. This is the opinion of a man who has been officially deemed a curmudgeon by his family and all but several friends. I have been in, and directed traffic around, more Independence Day parades than I can count using all my fingers.


  At this point in my career, if I don’t have the day off, you can bet I will be posted at an intersection blocking traffic—an intersection where only people from out of state show up, all of them asking the exact same questions: “When will I be able to get through?” “How do I get to Bar Harbor?” “Why do you block Main Street for a parade?” “Our town no longer has parades, but we were sent here to ruin yours.” “Was there a point in your career when you looked good in uniform?” Obviously, these people need to be directed back down I-95, as they are not getting into the spirit of the celebration.


  The lead police cruiser in a parade is not a bad spot to be in. If the air conditioning is working and a little classic rock can be found on the radio; the driver’s seat of a cruiser is the perfect location for the celebration. It can be downright relaxing, as all you need to do is wave and go slowly enough not to lose the high-school band that is walking behind you. Waving to the thrum of “Won’t Get Fooled Again” by The Who is a respite from giving directions and listening to donut jokes from the rowdy crowd of patriotic revelers.


  Cops are usually lucky enough to be in the lead car in a parade, even before the grand marshal in the Mustang convertible. The grand marshal’s ride should be equipped with an automatic transmission. Most of the available drivers are not well-versed in the nuances of the standard shift. No one wants to see the mayor topple backward onto the trunk lid—not good for the freshly waxed red paint, not good for his reelection efforts, not that bad for Facebook fodder. Facebook feeds are frequently filled with faux pas of the Fourth of July.


  Leading a rural New England parade also gives you an opportunity to use all the modes of the siren intermittently. Dogs hate you, kids love you, and parents put up with it because it’s the Fourth of July.


  Inside the Police Interceptor, the siren is never loud enough to drown out Roger Daltrey. Windows must be up to shoulder height to keep the classic hits inside the car. This still leaves enough space for friendly waving to the kids. They can be very cute when they wave back. The majority of them do it with all their fingers. Hopefully you have treated the skateboarding public with enough respect that they only flip you the bird after dark and not at public events. Most parents still frown on this behavior, and their very presence causes many children to behave quite nicely.


  Switching the siren into the hi-low mode (the British tone) just prior to Daltrey’s scream creates a whole different experience inside the cruiser. No one else will appreciate the skill level required to time it perfectly. The kids will still be waving, and your smile will be ear to ear—a great way to celebrate the country’s independence from the Brits.


  By the time the last fire truck or ambulance passes, the sirens are getting a little old. The crowd’s reaction becomes slightly less jovial. Nothing says “I love my country” more than crying golden retrievers and small children with their fingers stuck deep into their ears. Later, at the family picnic, when a mother asks Junior if he wants more corn on the cob, and the child says, “I don’t have to go to the bathroom,”you know there was a little too much siren and not enough John Phillips Sousa. I prefer “Stars and Stripes Forever” over any tone put out by a siren. Call me crazy, but that guy could really lead a brass band.


  If you like classic cars, Independence Day parades usually have the best variety. Memorial Day is a little early to bring out the Gran Torino, and by Labor Day the alternator probably gave out, so the Ford is back in storage waiting for parts. July and sunny skies tend to bring out the best of the best.


  Finding the staging area an hour or two prior to your town’s parade is the perfect time to look over all the cars and speak to the owners. Typically, they love to talk about their vehicles. The air is filled with the cherry fragrance of Meguiars Quik Detailer and green, pine tree-shaped air fresheners. I love the smell of analretentive car ownership in the morning.


  Try not to be the guy explaining why the owner is wrong about one or two particular details regarding their car. Yes, it came standard with the dimmer switch on the floor. Car owners don’t want to talk to “that guy” any more than they like to explain to the town cop why their exhaust is not stock. Peruse the rides; enjoy the day.


  So, take the kids to the parade. Around the age of twelve, they start to lose interest. Make sure that they know the universal signal for the drivers of the big rigs to blow their air horns. The up-and-down, left-arm yank is becoming a lost art. Is it even a feature on GTA 5?


  If you take the time to slip in a couple of foam earplugs just prior to go-time, you too can smile during the parade, and your day will be far better. The kids don’t need to know you are a curmudgeon. They are getting older and won’t get fooled again.


  

  Bobby from the Back Side of Brewer Lake


  As I exited the plastic and portable palace purporting to be a potty after noting that a non-potable product was percolating from within its depths, I heard the strained voice of a metal-band fan.


  I rubbed my hands together more vigorously to remove the recently deployed alcohol-infused disinfectant just in case the individual was calling out with a need for police assistance.


  Wearing the uniform sometimes brings strange comments. You get used to it. I was an alien in their world of headbanging and fist-pumping to the driving beat of Halestorm. I could not make out the man’s words.


  He came closer. Did he mean to do me harm? Was he angry that I had intruded on his chosen listening post? Everyone knows that cops wreck everything fun.


  I knew I was at a tactical disadvantage due to the magical potion being used to cleanse my hands from all that lurks inside of a polymer palace of poo. My paws were slippery, too slippery to engage this man, clad in a white sleeveless tee shirt. I noted that he had “kind eyes,” and I made the decision to use only the verbal judo skills I had learned in a two-day class during my rookie year


  
  
  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  How to Act for the Media During a Snow Storm
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  The Kid from the Trailer Park


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  The Italian Lady


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Sad Stories


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  The Perfectly Parted Police Pants


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
  
  

  

  

  

  Schmidt and Chesley


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  We Don’t Need No Stinking Badge Number


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  



  

 Afterword—The Story of Phil Winslow


  If there was a turning point in the way we presented the Bangor Maine Police Department on Facebook, I would say it occurred in June of 2014. I had taken to the keyboard more, writing excessively wordy posts and using very few pictures. I didn’t have any photos to share. That changed as time went on, and I pummeled my co-workers with requests to send me photos at any time of the day or night.


  I told the willing participants in my trek through the wilderness of social media that if they shared with me just a couple of details pertaining to the photos they provided, that I would write something, anything, to try to make it fun and interesting for the people who read about us on the book of faces.


  When I didn’t get any photos, I’d wake up and wing it. I found, on some days, that just typing many sentences directly into the computer would help me come up with something to share. After writing a story or an anecdote, I would scratch around in the dusty recesses of my mind for a way to relate it to police work. I could usually do it, but at times it was a stretch.


  The fact of the matter is, I cannot reiterate to you how little I understood about why it was working.


  The good news is that there really wasn’t any pressure—from anyone—to perform. When you have no idea what you are doing, you can find some comfort in the fact that other people don’t know what you should be doing.


  There was no one in the building who wanted to tell our story on social media. It was a fly-by-night, seat-of-the pants experiment, and, since I was in charge, I did the only thing I knew how to do. I got out of bed each morning—I had that part figured out—and I wrote stuff.


  Feel free to steal my secret.


  I wake up early every day; I have no control over that. I just can’t sleep much longer than five hours. I would write the posts on my couch, right after I fed the dog, took her out, and made coffee; then I would sit down to inject words into the MacBook.


  Of course, I wanted it to be related to the mission of our agency, but I also wanted to be relatable to those who took the time to click over and see what we were doing. I had no intention of creating a national audience for our page. It wasn’t even on my radar. It just happened. I’m pleased that it did, but when I started getting phone calls from people asking me what my secret was, I had to tell them the truth.


  “I just write stuff that makes me smile; then I hit ‘publish.’” It’s really easy to do.


  I received some commentary from individuals who fancied themselves social media professionals; all of them agreed that what I was doing wouldn’t work on Facebook. I was somewhat confused, as you can imagine. I asked them what they thought would work better, or at least what might work well.


  Their answers were mostly centered on the fact that I was being too “wordy,” and I wasn’t sharing enough photos. I decided to continue doing the same thing, at least until it stopped working so well. But it didn’t stop working.


  I had been tossed the keys to the Facebook page in mid-May, and, by June, we had doubled our original audience from 9,000 followers, to somewhere just south of 20,000. We never paid to promote a post. Every “like,” “comment,” and “share” was an organic event.


  I didn’t even know you could pay to have a post promoted until about a year into this mess. Still, we never paid; we had no budget. I did not know what I was doing, yet people from around the world were reading about Bangor, Maine’s police department.


  Just before Independence Day in 2014, I determined that I would write something humorous to spread the message that the City of Bangor did not allow explosive-type fireworks to be detonated inside city limits. It was just a public service announcement written in a campy and sarcastic tone.


  Someone from National Public Radio read the piece, and one of their producers called and asked if I would be willing to narrate the missive for their nationally broadcast Morning Edition on the Fourth of July in 2014.


  I agreed to do it, just because I thought it would be rather funny. The producers added some patriotic music in the background, and it was featured during the broadcast.


  We saw a huge uptick in followers that week, and things really started to roll along as we began to gather readers from all over the world.


  A couple of weeks later, on a hot Sunday afternoon, my wife and I were riding back from our little cabin in far Down East Maine. I stopped to help an elderly man whose car had broken down on the side of the road. His name was Phil Winslow, and the interaction turned into quite an event. Since my wife had taken a photo of Phil and me while I worked and Phil talked, I decided to tell the story of people coming together in the Maine woods.


  This was the first time that I wrote about a non-police-related event for our page. The reactions were so positive from around the world that I was somewhat shocked. It was just a simple story, but it struck a chord with so many people.


  The post comes up in my Facebook feed every year around the twentieth of July. To date, it has been viewed at least a million times, and it is shared and re-shared on a pretty regular basis.


  I wrote the piece late that evening at my home. The writing was actually pretty horrible. I pecked it out on the tiny keyboard on my phone and added the photo that my wife had taken. Within a few days, I realized that people were looking for more stories just like this one.


  It was merely a simple tale of folks helping other folks. I knew then that I was going to continue to just go with my instincts and share stories about humans and their interactions with the people around them. For the first time, I had a plan.


  From that point on, I paid no mind to any commonly followed rules of social media. I stopped being worried about writing pieces that were too long. My gut instinct was that people would read, and enjoy, stories that made them feel good.


  I decided to include this story exactly how it was written for the page. You can get a feel for the sometimes-bizarre way I construct sentences. After this came out, I started to receive inquiries about whether we had hired a professional social media manager.


  I just told people that it was only me, and I was just “writing stuff.” Here is the story of Phil Winslow and his flat tire.


  We get jaded. All of us. Today, I had a great experience and I am sharing it. Maybe because it makes me feel less jaded and might make you feel the same way as well.


  My lovely wife and I were traveling back from a weekend with my son and his “lady-friend.” As we were traveling Route 182 we saw a gentleman wheeling his Oldsmobile to the side of the road and it appeared he had a flat. It was hot.


  My wife, who works with seniors, immediately noticed that the man was not young and pointed that out to me. He had come to a stop in a bad spot, at least for changing a tire.


  If you are from Maine, you know there are no real great spots to change a tire. Paved shoulders are rare and we all know you don’t get a flat anywhere near a paved shoulder. I pulled up and got out. The gentleman had a catastrophic flat. Gone, baby, gone. He was pretty happy we stopped and I told him that I could easily do this for him.


  He was on his way from Belfast, where he’d seen his kids, and driving home to Mapleton. I thought to myself, you really shouldn’t get there from here, but I am from Maine and know anything is possible if you have a Gazetteer and a sense of adventure.


  My wife took a photo of Phillip Winslow and me. It was his 85th birthday.


  All of the sudden it wasn’t so hot outside and what a great guy he was to talk to. We found his spare and all the tools and set to work.


  Cars whizzed by over the hill in the background and they did not slow nor move over. I was concerned and asked Phil to at least move to the side of the car near the woods but he wanted to help. He told me that last year he could almost leap up and down and over the past year, the leaping has stopped and he has a more difficult time getting around.


  I realized shortly that the wheel was “rust-welded” to the rotor and I was not in my truck and thus not carrying my tools (big hammers are a must for these occasions). That’s when the lovely and talented Lois stopped. She lived nearby and had a selection of hammers. I asked for a big one and she said she would run to the house and grab a couple. She was the kind of lady that you want to meet when changing a tire.


  She came right back with two optimum sized hammers and I set to work on banging the wheel off. Perfect, I said, this will be easy. Then after returning the hammers to Lois, she left and came back with three waters and an offer for a bathroom.


  Now, I had met Phil, who I liked very much, and Lois, who was becoming my new favorite person. She dropped the water off to us and offered a cool place for Phil to sit if he needed it. He said “No,” as he likes to help. She left, but said she was just up the road if we needed any more help.


  As we continued, the sand gave out from under the jack. The car fell onto the shoulder of the road. Not good. Phil and I laughed a little and then Phil got in our car with the wife to cool off. I called AAA for a good jack and we all waited together.


  While waiting, a lovely lady stopped in a newer Hyundai and said she had a floor jack in her car. You have to love Maine women—hammers and floor jacks. I told her Triple A was coming and soon they did. All was well.


  We got Phil headed to Eastport for the night, as he had not been there in years. He said he really didn’t need to get home until the 3rd. Retirement you know.


  All in all, a great day in Maine.


  That’s how it is here. Thanks, Lois. Thanks, lady in the Hyundai. Happy 85th birthday to Phil of Mapleton, Maine.


  I am far less jaded tonight and look forward to returning to Bangor P.D. in the morning. There are great people out there and sometimes you just have to stand on the side of the road to find them.


  Maybe it was the timing of that story; maybe it was the poorly written simplicity about an old man traveling though Maine and meeting ladies with hammers and floor jacks. I look back and I really cannot put my finger on why that story worked on that particular day, but it did.


  I learned that people were looking for things other than raves and rants, angry tirades, and memes. I found that people were looking for simple stories about everyday interactions between the co-habitants of this planet. I never worried again about the negative comments on being too wordy.


  In essence, Phil Winslow and his flat tire freed me to just write.


  I’ll never be a world-class wordsmith, but I think my decades of just noticing the little things was presented to a large audience that day.


  Maine is a special place—rural and raw, but also pleasant and personable. I decided to just tell the stories of Mainers and their interactions with our cops, and anyone else who showed up in the meantime.


  It’s worked out okay.
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“Some of the finest, real-life cop writing out there!”
—Craig Johnson, author of the Longmire series
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