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Dedicated to Kel, the love of my life.
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Introduction
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This book tells the stories of six “dog vacations” with B.B. in a straightforward way. Nothing real fancy, no great literary work in the telling but all as truthful as I could possibly write them. They offer a heaping helping of different slices of life on the road as each one takes us to a new place or to revisit some of our favorites again under new circumstances. One constant throughout the pages is the love and devotion Kel and I have for each other and especially for B.B. and she for us. There were some tough bicycle rides and some challenges which we met together. B.B. may very well have had the best time out of the three of us on all these trips as she taught us lessons about not letting the little things worry us as long as we had food to eat and a place to lay our heads at night. The reader will find much humor throughout the book as well due to the zany situations which occurred because of having B.B. along. Some of the trips are shorter but still fascinating and unique. So, sit back, relax, and enjoy the rides of our lives while you travel with the three of us.

Trip 5: Cedar Point Amusement Park
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Chapter 1: The Trip Before the Trip
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“I’m not about to ride that thing!” I spit out the words while studying the sky-splitting, nightmarish roller coaster with the moniker Millennium Force. That monster rose up as high as a seagull or even a small airplane might fly then plunged to the depths in a heartbeat only to rise again and cascade down — up and down — over and over sprawling across the bluest sky seeming to reach within a whisper of the feathery clouds embracing it. Seeing this brute set my mind spiraling back to how we came to be at this amusement park famous for its coasters for thrill-seekers to fulfill their wildest fantasies. Knowing Kel’s penchant for riding the blood-pumping, stomach fluttering coasters, I, who’s deathly afraid of heights, was the one who had suggested we take a trip in June to Cedar Point Amusement Park on the Lake Erie shores near Sandusky, Ohio. Now, standing here viewing this monstrosity, I could only question myself, “What had I been thinking?”

The new year, 2009, saw us boarding a plane bound for the Big Island of Hawaii. B.B. had been taken out to Buddy’s Kennels early that morning without Bea this time. But there was no anxiety on her part about being left without her “sister” as she must’ve remembered Buddy and the place — especially the wet dog food he always lavished on her. Bea’s and her last stay together there had been two years previous. I was more upset about leaving her there again as I always dreaded parting.

Kel and I had booked a bicycling vacation with a company called Bicycle Adventures, and January into February seemed like the least crowded time to travel to Hawaii which proved to be true when we met our other two tour members on the 25th. There were two tour guides, so we were in good hands and with only four of us guests on the tour, we would get an abundance of individual attention.

Our bicycling mileage had been increasing over the fall and even during the winter months, so we felt like we were in good shape to ride around the Big Island. Our flight into Kona, Hawaii, was not as long or bad as I’d imagined it might be and checking into the Kona Seaside Hotel was convenient and easy when we arrived around 9:30 that night.

That first day of riding had some unexpected bumps in the road. Dave and Mary were two singles who were on the tour with us, and we also had the team leaders. Dave was a rather short, wiry man who was an accomplished rider. He wore glasses and was probably around our age with short brownish hair and a bookish face. Mary was quite tall — close to six feet — and a big-boned girl with blunt cut, dishwater blonde hair. She was younger than us by about ten years maybe and lived in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. She was outspoken and funny with a rather extroverted personality. She’d just gotten new cleated shoes and wasn’t used to clicking in and out of her pedals. They were both likeable people and easy to talk to and get along with.

At 7:45 the morning of Sunday, January 25th, we met our team leader Nate and then joined the other two riders and another guide, Brad, at The Outrigger. Nate was short, fit, and quite young with coal black hair and a mischievous face. Brad was taller and a bit older, but still very young in comparison to the rest of us. He was fit and muscular with dark wavy hair and large eyes. They transported us to the place where we would begin our 22 mile ride to Hawi.

Kel and Dave were anxious to get going, and the two of them pedaled on ahead while Mary and I brought up the rear. Soon they were on a downhill portion of the island with a far reaching vista of the Pacific Ocean. Both of them glided down the side of a bluff that dropped into the ocean when they noticed spouts of water from some whales not that far from the shore and the road. As they were stopped and viewing this phenomenon, they began pointing out to sea but soon turned their heads up the road because of a very strange sound they could hear coming closer to them at a rapid rate of speed. It was Mary yelling out loud, “Yaaaaah!”  

They both stood straddling their bicycles while staring in frozen astonishment as she careened like a locomotive at full throttle with the steam whistle blowing straight at them! Seeing them stopped there, she tried in vain to get her cleated shoes to let go of the pedals, but she also wasn’t yet familiar enough with the difference between brakes controlled by the pedals on cruiser type bicycles and the handbrakes and gears on these road bicycles to be able to stop on a dime. Her cleats were stuck tight into the pedals since she wasn’t used to removing them, and being afraid of falling over, she was paralyzed with fear as gravity took control of the situation. As it was too late to try any kind of avoidance technique by her or them, she ran directly into the two guys as they watched in horror! 

She first brushed Kel on the right side then she went directly into Dave who took the worst part of the hit. It ended with all three of them in a jumble on the road, and I was just in time to see them trying to untangle themselves as I wondered what had happened. She apologized profusely and showed her regret about what she’d done as she explained that she’d only had her cleats on for a few days before the trip and was still in the process of getting more comfortable with pulling out of the pedals. As she explained this, she added that at first, she had been trying to see what the two men were pointing at out in the ocean. Neither Kel nor Dave was hurt badly, but it gave them an awful scare to see this big strapping woman barreling toward them completely out of control and squalling like a cat whose tail is being run over while trying desperately to stop by pushing down on the non-existent pedal brakes instead of squeezing the handbrakes or pull her cleats out of the bicycle pedals. The magnificent whales swam leisurely farther down the coast paying no attention whatsoever to the affairs of the floundering, landlubbing humans. 

Once they’d released themselves from each other’s bicycles, Kel, Dave, and Mary wasted no time telling me what had just occurred, and all three assured me that no one was really hurt, just startled. Catching a brief glimpse of the peaceful whales on their way once that had been explained, I then rode on enjoying the lush, green beauty along the Big Island shoreline even though the ride was tough due to the heavy head winds blowing against us. 

When we reached Hawi, we had lunch and then took off for ten more miles. That’s when I had a fall due to the water bottle lid not being screwed on tightly. When I was pedaling along, I grabbed the water bottle out of my bicycle cage and was about to drink from the little spout on top. As I raised it to my lips the lid shot off and water rushed out all over my face! It shocked me so much that I lost control of my bike and fell, skinning my left knee. But I’d been skinned before many times and just thought of it as a risk of bicycling that can happen. Feeling okay about my little spill, I didn’t let it ruin the rest of the day. Of course, I had to explain what had happened to Nate, Brad, Kel, and the others when they saw the blood which had coagulated on my knee by the time I caught up with them. I thought it rather humorous that on the first day of pedaling, 100% of the tourists in our group had been involved in wrecks. That rather dubious goal had never been accomplished on any other bicycling tours we’d ridden on before. But in all fairness, those past tours had at least twenty or more riders. The rain had started just as we were preparing to ride back, so Kel, Dave, and I chose not to ride in the drizzle while Mary decided she’d go ahead and get soaked. The rest of us made the trip back dry and cozy in the van with Nate and Brad.

There was one more incident which involved Kel when we got to the town of Volcano and checked into the Volcano House where we were booked to stay. The next morning, we had our usual group meeting with Nate as he gave us an overview of where we’d be riding today with instructions about the ride upward towards a volcano. He said we could ride a mile up as far as the bird sanctuary, then coast back down since we would need to pedal on down Highway 11 to one of the black sand beaches where the sea turtles like to hang out. Nate told us it wouldn’t be a good idea to go farther up towards the active volcano as there were all kinds of toxic fumes being emitted right then from it and some warnings had been issued to the public.

Dave, Mary, and I like obedient school children, rode up to the bird sanctuary and after taking a quick look around, turned and made our way our back down. Kel was way ahead of me since his pace was faster. I lost sight of him early on as I was pedaling slowly due to the incline of the mountain. Eventually, I made it to the Black Beach and there were Dave, Mary, and Nate in the van waiting for Kel and me to arrive. 

“Where’s Kel?” Nate inquired with his eyebrows knit in an inquisitive expression.

“I don’t know,” I responded beginning to become concerned as he was usually one of the first ones to reach the end of our journeys on the bikes. “The last time I saw him he was on his way to the bird sanctuary, but he left me in the dust in no time since I ride so slowly on uphill climbs. I can’t control him!”

“Well, we’re going to have to find him. Do you know if he has a cell phone?” Nate quizzed me.

“He does. I hope he has it turned on,” I replied, wondering out loud.

“I’ll have to drive back in the van and see if I can spot him riding on the highway you just came down,” Nate said, growing more worried as the tone of his voice turned to a growl.

“I’m going with you,” I stated emphatically. Now I was beginning to worry as well.

At this point, Mary and Dave said they’d stay at the beach and wait for our return with Kel in tow hopefully. We set off as I dialed Kel’s cell phone number. It was clear to me, while riding in the van with Nate as he sped down the highway backtracking what I’d just ridden, that he was extremely perturbed and scared that Kel had gone missing and could possibly be in some kind of deep trouble. Of course, as the tour guide and leader, he was responsible for everyone’s safety.

Kel answered his phone — a minor miracle in itself — which surprised and shocked me! 

“Where are you?” I almost shouted in his ear.

“I’m riding down the mountain. I went up as far as I could bike near the top of the volcano where the pavement ends,” he explained, sounding somewhat triumphant and breathing heavily.

Obviously, Kel had missed the part of Nate’s instructions that morning about riding only as far as the bird sanctuary so we could ride on to one of the black beaches where the sea turtles liked to lie out in the sun. 

“Well, I’m in the van with Nate, and we’re coming to get you,” I spoke with the tone of an old schoolteacher who is being stern with an unruly student.

“Tell him I’m very upset that he rode nearly all the way up the volcano’s side. That’s really dangerous!” Nate interjected.

I proceeded to convey his message. 

“Tell him we’ll pick him up on Highway 11 once he gets down off the mountain,” Nate punctuated each word.

I was quick to comply.

Sure enough, we spotted Kel as we were driving slowly along looking for him on Highway 11 after his strange ride up and back down. Seeing him, I forgot my anger for what he’d done and the worry I’d felt as I was just relieved to find that he was all okay — just cold due to the descent in only his short sleeve bicycle shirt with his light rain jacket and shorts. Flying miles and thousands of feet down that mountain at breakneck speed had chilled him to the bone with the air whistling by him since he’d sweated making the climb up and was still wet in his clothing. That had only added to the frigidity of his body.

Nate greeted him with, “Didn’t you hear me tell everyone to only go as far as the bird sanctuary this morning and then go on to the beach farther down the highway?”

“I missed that part and just decided to go ahead and take the challenge of riding on up to see the volcano,” Kel explained.

“I’m sure glad you’re okay. I was really worried about you,” I threw in.

“I’m fine. I’ll tell you all about it,” Kel said.

“You sure had me worried. Glad you’re okay. You could’ve gotten me in a heap of trouble!”  Nate said. “Now, we’ve got to get right back to pick up Mary and Dave down at the beach and race back to the hotel for a beer tasting that’s scheduled for our group at the Kona Brewery.

Once we were all safely in the van, just like babies wanting a bottle, we asked for our beer which we’d become accustomed to receiving from “Daddy” Nate on our rides back in the van after our bicycling for the day had ended. He’d spoiled us by letting us drink a beer each day after our ride.

“I don’t think Kel should get a beer today,” Mary said in jest.

We all laughed as we swilled our ice cold treats down — even Kel.

Later when we were alone in our room at the hotel, Kel gave me more details about his adventure on his solo ride almost to the volcano rim.

“When I got to the bird sanctuary, I did a quick Chevy Chase like gawk around and up and down at what was nothing more than an apparent load of green trees. So, I was feeling so good and energized that it seemed the thing to do at the time was to just keep pedaling up the side of the volcano. And sure enough, I seemed to get my legs the higher I would go. After a few miles, it began to get pretty spooky because not one single car had passed by me going in either direction — neither up nor down. I was so pleased with myself that I began dreaming up poems out loud since nobody was around to hear me and judge or criticize. But then after a while, I noticed I had forgotten to put on sunscreen that morning and hadn’t brought any with me on the bike. 

“Suddenly, I noticed the one and only vehicle I saw on that entire trip up or down. It was a beat-up van parked on the descent side shoulder with three people milling about the back end of it. I rode up into the group which consisted of a man with long hair, commonly worn that way by many people living in Hawaii, and two middle-aged rather hippiesque women. After brief ‘Alohas,’ I stated about how we seem to be the only ones on the mountain before asking if they could spare any sunscreen lotion.

One of the women very rapidly complied with my request by running to the van’s side door and retrieving a bottle of it which I amply applied to my face and legs while she repeatedly told me how much she ‘likes, really likes bicyclists.’ She appeared to be very unattached.”

“Oh, wow,” I exclaimed, wondering what happened next.

“I handed back the bottle after I’d oiled myself up like a seal and just said, ‘Thanks!’ while nodding my head and riding on to continue my climb up the volcano. They evidently also didn’t know about the warning to stay off the volcano. But they probably hadn’t had the chance to know that from instructions at a morning planning meeting like I’d had. As I ascended higher and had shifted to the ‘granny gear’ of the bike, I came across forest pockets of dead, white trees with what looked to be whiteish creeping ghostly fogs. There were whiffs of ammonia and sulfuric smells every so often as well that I would pass in and out of along that area. After lonely miles, I finally reached a stone shelter where the pavement ended, and the whole space was shrouded in fog. That’s when I noticed the briskness of the air and how much the temperature had dropped due to the altitude and the clouds. I sat on the top of a picnic table to eat an energy bar and sip water out of my bottle just like a baby. Just as soon as I had eaten the bar, something told me I need to get out of here. So, I obviously sensed by then that I was doing something wrong, and the volcano was perhaps an unsafe place to linger today.”

“I’m glad you figured that out!”  I added laughing slightly.

“Yeah, because for the first time I noticed none of you guys were riding up on your bicycles and that maybe in the heat of excitement I hadn’t stopped to consider that there might be some danger involved in what I was doing. So, I wasted no more time starting my descent. But it was so cold up there I had to put on my light rain jacket, and it was so chilly racing on down that my hands became numb. I heard my phone ring, so I managed to pull to the side and barely could maneuver with my frozen hands to answer it when you called. I came down even faster once you told me how tardy I was and how upset Nate was. Gravity kept me riding like a comet and negotiating crazy curves all the way down on the frosty plunge. It was marvelous and so much fun even though I knew I was in trouble with everyone else on the tour.”

“All’s well that ends well. I’m just glad you didn’t have a wreck on your way down or inhale too many toxic noxious fumes,” I concluded.

On our last day of the bicycle tour, Nate spread out a scrumptious picnic lunch including Champagne to celebrate our successful finish (without killing ourselves or anyone else) during all that trekking around the Big Island. As usual, I picked a song appropriate to the country or, in this case, the state we were in then, wrote new words to the familiar tune to express my thanks to Nate for guiding us and taking such good care of our small but headstrong group all the way through the week. I had begun doing this gesture when we’d ridden in Tuscany and had kept it up in the Czech Republic, Germany, and Austria, on the last days of those two bicycling tours. The tour leaders were always stunned and appreciative of this small gesture as well as my performance of the little ditty with their names included in the lyrics. 

In Italy, Paolo, one of the two tour guides whom Kel and I had gotten close to during all the touring, was so moved emotionally by my song that he picked up his chair from way across the big outdoor space where we’d been celebrating with a huge gourmet Italian feast including plenty of wine at our “Goodbye Dinner,” and moved it over to plop down right beside me where I was sitting next to Kel. This was such a charming and unmasked move on his part which I will never forget. It made me laugh but also filled my heart with such fondness for him and the true friendship he’d shown to Kel and me. 

Nate had put up with a lot of teasing and shenanigans as well as downright unintentional disobeying from our small but fairly rowdy group. But with his steady hand on the throttle, we had all survived intact with wonderful memories to take home in our hearts. My song of gratitude was set to the tune of probably the best-known Hawaiian standard “Aloha Oe.” It had been written by Queen Lili’uokalani in 1878 and the English title is “Farewell to Thee,” so I thought it the perfect short little piece to perform at our farewell picnic that sunny day. The new lyrics I sang are as follows, “Aloha, Nate, 

“This really has been great.

“We’ve had a super time in Hawaii.

“We rode far and near,

“And all enjoyed the beer.

“Farewell until we meet again.”

Never being too sad or serious paid off as everyone laughed about the beer, and we all parted company with warm goodbyes. Kel and I had noticed about halfway through our time on the Big Island and commented to each other how this small tour had been even better than the others we’d taken due mainly to the smallness of the group. There were two advantages as we got more attention from the tour leaders, and it took less of our energy to be social with only two other tourists along with our guides Brad and Nate. Therefore, we had more energy for riding, hiking, snorkeling, or whatever we happened to be participating in at the time. On our other tours with much larger groups of twenty plus diverse people, we’d had to expend much more energy just socializing and trying to get to know everyone along with the leader or two leaders. Not that we were antisocial, we just appreciated the extra time and energy we saved by only being social with two others and the leaders. Then when Brad dropped out of being a leader because of the scarcity of guests, we only had Nate, Dave, and Mary to socialize with and get to know. We all got to be very close, good friends without a whole lot of work put in.

Before boarding the miniature plane that evening to fly over to Maui, each passenger was asked (on Scout’s honor) to tell his or her weight. This was somewhat concerning to Kel and me — not because we’d have to reveal our hidden secret of our weights — but that the plane was so miniscule that it just might plunge out of the sky if someone fibbed about their poundage and made it too heavy to get us there safely. Looking our six fellow passengers over more carefully, we crossed our fingers hoping everyone would be honest and not be ashamed to admit their true weight since some of them were of large girth.

When we were all boarded into the tiny capsule, Kel and I could see the GPS which would be the only thing we could make out to guide our pilots in the darkness which had fallen now, this being near the end of January. In our view, there didn’t seem to be any other control panels for them to follow. A pilot and his co-pilot looked like they might just be attending the Junior/Senior Prom in the coming months. Their youth gave us pause, but we made a rapid, safe flight and landed in Wailuku, Maui unscathed. Apparently, everyone had told the truth about his or her weight. 

Spending another week on this scenic island, we saw more whales, hiked through a bamboo forest, drove the treacherous Hana Highway, watched the Super Bowl at a very early hour due to the time difference, swam in the Pacific where Kel lost his best pair of sunglasses as a huge wave swept them off his face and far out to sea, visited Haleakala National Park to see the crater sporting  a landscape resembling how it must look on the moon, and stayed in the hippie town of Paia at a condo where we saw surfers taking their lives in their feet as they rode the immense waves. 

I was ready to start for home by February 6th when we flew out headed to Dallas to catch a short flight on to Tulsa where we’d get the car and drive back to Stillwater. 

My thoughts were focused mostly on getting into town then rushing over to pick up B.B. at Buddy’s Kennel where she’d been staying and enjoying eating all that wet dog food he always fed her to coax her to eat. It seemed like we’d been gone forever but also like time had flown by way too quickly. As I’ve grown older, I’ve noted how time is odd that way. I could hardly wait to kiss her smooth head and look into her little shining black eyes again while feeling the warmth and softness of her auburn fur on both sides of her body.

When B.B. spotted us walking down the long row of dog runs to her home-away-from-home, she began wagging her curly tail as fast as a metronome set on presto, and the love light in her little round eyes shone brighter than two tiny flashlights. We were elated to be back together again. That was the sweetest thing about being home. 

As I walked B.B. through our neighborhood to the entrance and back, a walk we often took, we stopped by a mailbox for a brief visit with our neighbor just down the street named Ann. She was always happy to see B.B. and never failed to speak kindly to her and pet her silky head. B.B. responded well to the affection shown her as she wagged her tail and kissed Ann’s hand with a quick lick. Ann wanted to know about our trip as she welcomed us back. She and her husband, Jim, were frequent travelers, so we liked to compare notes on all our trips. They were older than us, but we got along well and had about as many things in common as we had opposite of each other. The age difference didn’t matter in the least. But I must admit that our unlikely close friendship, which had been developing over the past four years, was as surprising to us as it must’ve been to them as well as to a lot of our other friends and acquaintances. Jim, her husband, had been the president of Oklahoma State University from 1994 until his retirement in 2002 when they moved into our neighborhood. Of course, we knew of them but had never met or spoken with either one. 

After they’d settled in for nearly three years, our phone rang in 2005 and it was Jim calling to invite us over for dinner at their home which was within easy walking distance from ours. Sadly, we already had other plans for the night they wanted us to come over along with another couple whom we were acquainted with previously. We hated to decline the invitation. However, later in the fall we reached out to Ann and Jim as well as our next door neighbors, Julie and Drew, to invite them over for a vegetarian dinner prepared by Kel at our home. Once all six of us got together to break bread, our relationship with Ann and Jim took roots, growing and blossoming over the years.

It would be three months before we’d hit the road again with B.B. this time. During the interim, we bowled in two leagues and survived the unseasonable tornadoes that blew in during February when they sounded the warning sirens. Kel was at home with B.B. while I was way out east getting a manicure. When Vikki, who was working on my nails, and I heard those eerie sirens wailing, we just kept on with the manicure and didn’t even worry about the tornadoes at all — a typical Okie response. After Kel recovered from his usual February sinus and respiratory infection, we went to the movies to see Milk starring Sean Penn which was made even more special to me due to my interaction with Sean back in 2007 at the Telluride Film Festival when I’d been chosen to ask him a question. He'd given an extensive, complicated answer while holding my eyes with his the entire time as if we were the only two people in the large crowd at Elks Park that brilliant day.  Riding our bicycles was possible with the weather being unseasonably warm on many days. March came in like a lamb with low winds even though it was cold. It warmed up considerably as that month progressed, and B.B. was thrilled to do one of her favorite things — chase the turtles into the pond from where they were out sunning themselves to soak in the warmth as they lounged on the bank of our pond across the street. During one of our many treks, B.B. and I observed a congregation of turtles seated up on the bank right close to the water for safety’s sake as I released her from her leash. Spotting them right away, she crept up more like a cat hunting before running at full speed for a short sprint to chase them into their watery sanctuary. She never caught a turtle, yet the game always delighted her as her wide smile and gleaming eyes confirmed. I loved seeing her play this fun cat and mouse type game many times — kind of like when she chased the seagulls on the beach. Forsythia bloomed out in several places in our huge yard along with many early spring flowers and green shoots of grass. For some unknown reason, I associated forsythia with my mother. I think she and Daddy had some planted around in their yard at the house I’d grown up in. On our long walks to the entrance, there were plenty of times when the three of us would stop for a brief chit-chat with Ann and Jim Halligan as they’d be working in the yard or her flower garden out in front of their house. Kel eventually downloaded a lot of the Hawaiian photos with more waiting to be done. Thunderstorms hit, scaring B.B. as she trembled and paced the floor. We had to just wait for them to pass on as there was nothing we could do or say to console her even though we tried. Another yearly activity we did in late March was to participate in “Lobby for the Animals” at the state capitol in Oklahoma City sponsored by the Humane Society of the United States. While there we spoke with our legislators about animal issues and how we hoped they would vote on those bills. It was comfortable and fun speaking with our state senator since he was our good friend and neighbor, none other than Jim Halligan! He listened and considered our points and often voted for or against the bills according to what we and other animal lobbyists and animal-friendly senators told him. Kel and I always chuckled about how well Jim could listen for about the amount of time it takes to boil a “three-minute egg” which was generous when considering how some legislators wouldn’t even give that much time or weren’t even available in their offices. It was just enough minutes to concisely state our case to educate him on animals issues and encourage him to vote the way we desired with him listening intently, and then as he was shaking our hands and smiling that sunny smile while thanking us for visiting him, he’d usher us right out the door of his office without being rude or offensive. He probably had perfected this tactic when he was the president of New Mexico State University in Las Cruces, before taking the reins at Oklahoma State University. 

In early April it seemed like the whole state was on fire as two wildfires flared up near to Stillwater and out on I-35 and Highway 51 too close for comfort to our neighborhood. Jim Halligan reported to us that those were so dangerous and out of control that they closed down the two roads! He knew this because he had trouble getting home from the capitol that day, having to turn the car around and take another, longer route more to the south. 

Our son Jeff, who was living in Midwest City about an hour away from Stillwater, called to alert us that he was loading his van to evacuate due to one huge wildfire near his and Laurel’s home. Jeff called the next day, when things had returned to normal with no fleeing from the wildfire carried out, to tell me that he’d been pleasantly surprised to hear my voice on National Public Radio’s show The Takeaway answering their question, “What are you doing this morning?”  

My smug answer when I’d made that call a week ago had been, “I’m retired and at home in my kitchen drinking coffee with my little dog, B.B.” They must’ve liked my self-satisfied tone of voice since they chose to finally air the comment a week later.

Around mid-April, Kel and I joined in with other animal activists to fly in Chris DeRose, a former movie star who now headed up his animal welfare organization Last Chance for Animals in Los Angeles. He spoke about his documentary Dealing Dogs and implored the OSU Vet School to change a policy of putting down dogs after using them to practice spaying procedures and instead to extend their lives. His talk was well attended, and it worked as they changed the policy to the relief of all of us involved in this struggle. 

Kel and I got to visit with Chris all the way to the airport in Oklahoma City as we drove him back the next day. His work helping animals was impressive, and we felt thankful that we’d brought him to help the dogs here in our own community. Our neighbor Joy, a real dog lover, attended his speech that night when we all met Chris. We even posed with him for pictures after the speech and the next day at the airport when we were saying our goodbyes. Kel and Chris hammed it up with Chris acting like a tough guy mobster who was roughing Kel up.

May brought Kel to a whole new decade as he turned 60 on the 15th. We celebrated by attending a showing of the movie Star Trek along with Jeff. He had cards and gifts to open, and it was fun to be together for this milestone birthday. By the end of May, we began to plan our trip to Cedar Point Amusement Park, Roller Coaster Capital of the World, to begin on Saturday, June 6th. Naturally, B.B. would be going with us on this first trip of the summer — our first cross-country “dog vacation” of the year.
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Chapter 1: Photos 
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[image: A group of people posing for a photo

Description automatically generated]

“...likeable people and easy to talk to and get along with.”

[image: A person standing in front of a roller coaster
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“‘I’m not about to ride that thing!’ I spit out the words...”
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Description automatically generated]

“I lost control of my bike and fell, skinning my left knee.”
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“So, I was feeling so good and energized...”
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“...Nate spread out a scrumptious picnic lunch...”
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“Never being too sad or serious paid off...”
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“...we made a rapid, safe flight and landed in Wailuku, Maui...”

[image: A person standing on a boat
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“Spending another week on this scenic island, we saw more whales...”
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“...visited Haleakala National Park...”
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“Our neighbor Joy, a real dog lover as well, attended his speech...”

[image: A couple of men posing for a picture
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“Kel and I got to visit with Chris all the way to the airport in Oklahoma City...”
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“We even posed with him for pictures...”
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“...Chris acting like a tough guy mobster who was roughing Kel up.”
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Chapter 2: Mark Twain’s Hannibal
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My mother was born in the “Show Me” state — Missouri — on a farm in the countryside just outside of the tiny town of Iberia. So, when we planned our journey to take us through that state on our way to Sandusky, Ohio, I asked Kel if we could go off the beaten path just a tad to look over that nearest town to where she was born. It was no problem with him. In fact, he welcomed the chance to stop along the way instead of driving the next day all the way to our night’s destination without a longer break. We had to get into the state and stop somewhere for a night, so Rolla fit the bill so as not to make us have to drive over our mileage limit of 400 or less miles in one day. 

That small city has three colleges in or near it. Our neighbors, the Atekwanas, had taught at one of them before coming to teach at OSU in Stillwater. I saw their son, Fung-Tu, waiting for the school bus every morning when I walked B.B. and often visited briefly with him. He was intelligent and serious for his youthful age of ten when they first moved in. He was in love with soccer, and he liked dogs, so we became friends. That’s how I found out about his geologist parents and their time in Rolla. When I spoke with him while he was out kicking the soccer ball around before we left on the trip but after we’d booked the Econo Lodge for a one-night stay in his old hometown, his eyes lit up and his white toothy grin spread wide when I told him where our first night would be spent. It was plain to see that he had filed away some fond memories of that hilly city. 

His family had come from Africa and were all intellectuals — his sister had just snagged a scholarship to Harvard. He had an older brother as well. They were both out of the house now leaving him, the baby, to reap the rewards of having the undivided attention of his professor parents all to himself. 

Rolla turned out to be a good choice for the night as we arrived around 4:45 after a six-hour drive with another stop along the way for our picnic lunch in a decent rest area. Kel needed a new headband to wear for bicycling, so we went in search of that before eating dinner. Having scored the desired accessory at Hibbett Sports, we then satisfied our grousing stomachs with Mexican food and a margarita each. A festival called Summerfest was in full swing downtown on that placid, shimmery early summer night. Making our way over to it, we had a look around at the townspeople and booths lining the sidewalks. Returning to our sweet little B.B. who had been fed and walked earlier, we took her out for another walk to a park up on a high hill not far from the motel. When she spotted a turtle along the way, her tail curled up higher as her eyes checked ours to see if we were going to release her from the leash to chase the turtle into the pond like at home. But there was no pond that we could see, and we weren’t giving any signals of letting her loose, so she just kept on trotting, never pulling on her leash to try to herd us over or break away to run at the creature. This was an improvement from the time in 2004 when she’d jerked the leash right out of my hand to race headlong into the spraying backside of a skunk! Maturing over the years had calmed her and changed her into an obedient, more perceptive dog.

The next day, fulfilling my wish to see where Mama was born, we stopped in the little burg of Iberia on our way to Hannibal, the town made famous by Mark Twain. Iberia was not as worse for wear as some we’d visited — not thriving but not dead yet. Dying slowly perhaps which made me feel just a little melancholy. There were remnants of what had been there way back in the late teens of the 20th century when my mother had been born. I didn’t know exactly where their farmhouse had been located. We did take a few photos of beautiful fields and pretty scenery.  The rain spitting on
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