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Introduction

Welcome to A Glutton for Punishment, a book of literary fiction depicting a suboptimal side in municipal politics—an all too often occurrence but unique example in this case. The tale will take you on an adventure with one Alex Domingue, commonly referred to as ‘Alex’ throughout the story. Alex is a young man who, along with society, is emerging from the craziness of 2020 and is trying to make sense of a mountain of irregularities in contrast to what they once considered the norm. This story picks up his life on January 6, 2021, where he is observing from his home what is taking place in Washington D.C.

Alex is frustrated, as many are. He is a veteran, a successful professional, and a young man who cares about the direction in which his country is going. As the shenanigans of this day unfold, he finds some level of humorous tragedy in it all, but he, along with his girlfriend Dianna Collinsworth, are confused as they consider the previous twelve months. Despite a number of differences in worldview, the two share many values and frustrations in this case.

As the year 2021 arrives, the world is able to view in retrospect the many sources of division which left many more guarded against their fellow humans than they were before. Connections, partnerships, friendships, and even relationships ended over what were at one time considered trivial differences.

Some were caught up in these differences and left in a very reactionary state of mind. To an extent, Alex is as well. More so, however, he grows frustrated by the division. It is for this reason that he decides to seek involvement in municipal-level politics when his friend extends an offer—local politics being what many consider to be the most important form of such work. While not a zealot of the 45th President of the United States, Alex is a Republican. Like many in his camp, he is frustrated by crime, riots, what seemed at the time like questionable electoral practices in 2020, and what he feels were unnecessary and inconsistent COVID restrictions. To the extent that he can affect these on the local level in his town of residence (Rocky Sound, ME), he intends to put forth his best effort.

To the extent that there is an opportunity to see the human in his neighbors, he wants to prioritize it. Being the ambitious man that he is, Alex is curious what opportunities there are to grow in influence from the candidacy offered to him in the form of Board of Education at Rocky Sound’s School Administrative District. He is nonetheless there to first and foremost try to help rediscover civility, and he is committed to this upon first getting involved.

He will quickly encounter just how disorderly and cut-throat the political process can be, and the local level will prove to be no exception to this. Personal vendettas, turf wars, frame jobs, fringe ideologies, corrupt officials, vandalism, and even violence will come to dominate his life—so much so that he will be eventually left with a decision to make for the sake of his and his wife’s personal safety. This coincides with a growing disdain for the northern winters, as he navigates ominous weather events and ominous endeavors alike through his time in local politics in the northeastern town.

As the craziness unfolds, there is a political takeaway across the entire ideological spectrum. Left-leaning, right-leaning, and centrist readers will likely see that Alex is putting aside personal leanings for the betterment of the school district. Assessing why he made this move will serve as a valuable theme and something to contemplate for readers of all perspectives. Moreover, the overarching concepts to recognize in the antagonist’s character are narcissism and cult of personality. Both terms are fuel for the plot.

The unfolding plot of debauchery will serve a purpose which transcends any political ideology, as this story serves as a general warning to society. We will either prioritize our problems in order to form optimal solutions, or we will do so to build a personal platform and tear each other down. Which path we collectively choose will chart a course toward our destination—be it one of an improved world, or one which will lead to our demise as we know it. While the scenes depicted in this novel are fictional, occurrences have taken place which match the severity of the worst-case scenarios in A Glutton for Punishment. When there is zero desire to collaborate toward a solution and every desire to fight, such tragedies are more possible.

As a final note, the events presented in this novel are pure fiction. Anything resembling real occurrences are pure coincidence and should not be interpreted as anything different. Any reference to real places or people are used in a fictitious way.

Cheers!
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“We have come to demand that Congress do the right thing and only count the electors who have been… lawfully slated. Everyone here will soon be marching over to the Capitol Building to peacefully and patriotically make your voices heard. Today, we will see if Republicans stand strong for integrity for our elections.”1

Anyone who was not living in a cave knew, to call this day peaceful and patriotic was debatable. I was ‘working remotely’, like most professional-class Americans at the time. What I did in actuality… I sat and watched the headlines come in on that early January day, reminiscing on the outrageous year that we abandoned in our wake—or so I thought was in our wake.

“Hey, Dianna! You believe this shit?”

“But why…” she said as she watched the television.

“Is that dude running out with a podium? What the hell is that? Haha! That dude has freaking horns on his head!” I said while laughing but concerned all at once.

“That’s the Republican Party for ya!”

“You know…” I said as I gathered myself, “the beauty of being able to see the outrage of this one makes it easier to be credible when also seeing the lunacy of the leftist riots over the summer.”

“Well, this is true, I guess.”

I reflected on the previous twelve months and everything it included—the mandates to close establishments and visiting them in defiant solidarity anyway, the protests and lockdowns on both sides, the media’s double-standard coverage of them, backlash against alleged police brutality, and watching unattended NFL games were just a portion of those items.

“You ever think you’d see a Ravens or Patriots game with no fans attending? Or a Packers game with 500 people in total? What a year.”

“I just want to be able to run my business in peace.”

“Trust me. I want that for you too,” I said, as the sole income provider for almost a year at this point. “I’d also love for people to stop hating each other over such trivial shit. That world seems like such a long time ago.”

We kept watching the ongoing coverage.

“Alex, I still can’t believe these imbeciles,” Dianna said.

“You know,” I responded, “I can understand the frustration with how this election was managed. I have no evidence of a steal, and neither do any of those yahoos. There were a ton of last-minute rule changes which probably had an impact. That said, this is an embarrassment.”

“All over two senior citizens who are both losing their minds at that,” I added. “But hey, at least Christmas was great this year.”

Dianna rolled her eyes in response to my Christmas comments. I usually spent Christmas in my hometown on the Eastern Shore of Maryland overlooking the Chesapeake, but I spent it this year with my then girlfriend’s family.

I suppose I seemed distant to them. It was no disrespect to them. I was reminiscing a little: boats on the bay lit with Christmas decorations, trees made of crab, bushel baskets all painted in various themes, the hubcap trees in Baltimore, and so many other things—it was simply custom to make it down for it all, as these were trademark components of Maryland during December.

This year, toasts and shots were taken over video phone with my many beloved cousins as a compromise, but it was far from a very good one. What did provide some consolation was that the snowy weather was so exceptionally brutal that there was no way in hell I was actually going to escape from my residence in the coastal Maine town of Rocky Soundas it was. I was snowed in and probably should have found a way to make the best of the circumstances.

I did learn that backyard fireworks had a peculiar sound against the backdrop of a snow-laden terrain. The damping of the echo was kind of cool. At least, I thought so. Most my neighbors thought so, too; it wasn’t until New Year’s Eve that my neighbors and I learned that one other neighbor disagreed.

“Boom! Boom! Bang!” the colorful mortars filled the sky, adding some life to an otherwise dull and unconscious town. They were coming from my neighbor’s house, so I went out to watch (it was me the previous three nights or so).

“Hey, hey! You want to keep shooting those off, then you’re gonna get shot in the face! Knock it off before I call the police.”

After a death threat, calling the police seemed like an interesting move—especially since I knew we were in the right, legally. He had called the police on Christmas night, as a matter of fact. An officer, disgusted that he even needed to be bothered with it, knocked on my door. As I answered, the dog and the officer unsure of each other, he asked, “So, you been shooting off some fireworks this evening?”

“Yes sir, cut off the show about 30 minutes ago.”

“Ah, you’re good. I just had to make an appearance since the neighbor called. You can probably guess which one.”

“Same one as it’s been for five years.”

“Yeah. Chief Lafferty actually said he’d stopped by and chatted with you back in the day when he was still in a car. Same reason. He liked you!” he said with a smile.

“Oh, he’s good guy!”

“As for this, look. It’s not too late; you are on a few acres here, and you’re far from the only one, anyway. Just be smart about it.”

“Will do. And say hello to the chief for me.”

Fast-forward to New Year’s Eve, we let it go—my neighbors and I did. It wasn’t really worth dealing with.

Despite the interaction with the officer, what I knew of 2020 and the beginning of 2021 was that it was bringing out the worst in everyone. When I watched the news, interacted with people on social media, went to the grocery store, or went to a restaurant, people were punchier than usual. They were unpredictable. People would hate their neighbors based on what were at one time dismissive and trivial things in our country. Political leanings were enough for people to disown significant others, neighbors, friends, and family members.

So January 6th became a culmination of everything. I lamented the disgraceful occurrences of that day (albeit I certainly have as many questions as answers to this day on the cause). More than anything, however, I became disheartened by the societal division I saw in a country I not only at one time served, but one I loved dearly.

“Dianna, I’m going to get involved locally if the scenario is right. Perhaps I can’t do a ton to bridge some of these divides, but maybe I can do something, at least.”

“Ha! You mean you’re going to run for office.”

“If the right circumstances present themselves… yes, I think I will. Maybe city council. I don’t know.”

“You should! Thanks to me, you’ll at least get one Democrat to vote for you!”

“Might be the tiebreaker! Never know.”

As we opened a bottle of Malbec that evening, we continued the discussion.

“You know,” she said, “We really are an anomaly now, being a split political household and all.”

“I guess. It wasn’t always the case in society. We’re both close enough to the center, though… I don’t think it’d work if we weren’t.”

“Call us old school if you must; after all, we did meet the old-fashioned way, after all (in a bar, not online).” We both chuckled at that.

Whatever ideological differences we had, we were both aware of them from the day we met. These differences, in both respective cases, were in part just a product of our upbringings. Our philosophical and moral approaches to life were ultimately what mattered.

It had become my nature to want to serve the community and country which shaped me. I was a practicing Catholic, a service academy graduate, a veteran of the world’s greatest seagoing service, and a volunteer for numerous charitable organizations. Sure, I had my political leanings. That was not the cause for my desire to become more involved in my place of residence, however. Rocky Sound was not where I intended to stay for the rest of my life, but it was indeed a place I’d be for some time, still. To see it succeed in easing some of these societal tensions plaguing our country seemed an admirable objective for me. I saw a deeply fractured society, and I wanted to help do something about it—even if it was at the local level. Dianna, who had dealt with much of the same stress as a small-business owner for the past year, supported this mindset—even if reluctantly.

My intentions, based on my track record, were pure—at least no honest person could suggest otherwise at the onset. Part of me wanted to do anything… anything to dilute the impact of anyone operating with a different agenda.







	1 From an address by Donald J. Trump on January 6, 2021↩︎
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“Don’t go out unless you have to. Ah, what the heck? This is Maine; we’re used to it. But be prepared if you leave the house!” The weatherman was on television, warning the locals in Rocky Sound to practice some caution with the weather.

It was early February in 2021, a typical brutally cold day in coastal Maine. To speak positively, the high temps did exceed 0. With the wind chill, there were only negative sentiments to discuss though.

I received a text message from a friend of mine. Tom Greiner was his name. “Hey man, my brother is looking for candidates to run for the ‘Board of Education’ positions. Would you have any interest?” To clarify, Tom’s brother, Seth, was the Chairman of the Rocky Sound Republican Committee.

“So, you think I am a glutton for punishment, do ya?” I replied with some hint of cynicism.

“LOL. Well, I know you want to get involved…”

“What kind of track record do these folks have after being there for a term, out of curiosity? Do they stay there, or do they have an avenue to grow in the political realm a bit more? I always had city council in mind but would entertain this.

“Hahaha, look, Alex. I’m just a small-business owner who knows jack shit bout this stuff. I think you’d be good in this role, based off what I know of it.”

“Well, send him my contact! I’d love to chat with him about it.”

Aside from my humor, I was interested in running. This ignorant and naïve willingness was adorable, in retrospect. I was clueless to what was in store over the next several years. The corruption, violence, threats, animosity, backroom deal-making, and the binding ties between all of it—it took a minute to adjust to such a groove in the road.

As this jolly little recital takes place, though, I preface by saying that one should never (within some reason) say no to an opportunity. Any proverbial door you walk through will shape you, form you, develop you, and leave you wiser if you approach it constructively. You, the reader, should never forget this (or maybe you should, I don’t know).

Some thirty minutes later, Seth Greiner called me. The mic on my phone was busted, and he couldn’t hear shit, so I went to my garage and transitioned the call to the Bluetooth in my car.

“Alex, how are you?” Seth greeted.

“Doing alright, sir, how about you?”

“Good, good. So, my brother mentioned you might want to run for the Board of Education here in town. So, what kind of views do you have, and what is your background? You conservative?”

“I have some libertarian leanings, but generally, yes.”

“Okay! So, what about opening up schools and school choice?”

Schools were still remote at this point, and the other inquiry was simply a barometer view for conservatives.

“Yeah, I know how to walk the company line on those issues. Anyway, I’m sure you have some other questions for me. I have questions for you, too. When can we meet up and get some visibility further off the bow here?”

“Stop by tomorrow evening. In addition to the paperwork, I can get into the players you’ll need to work in tandem with, as well as who is going to be a trouble spot for us.” And so, I planned for such a visit. As I envision things before they occur, I knew I’d be going into all of this with a blank slate but still wanted to somehow appear savvy at the same time. Like crossing Mile One in a marathon or leaving safe harbor into heavy seas, you know you just took a leap—you left the homeport. What you don’t know for sure is what awaits and how far away the destination truly is, even if the GPS says there are 25.2 miles to go to reach the corralling arms of the harbor on the other side.

The next evening, it was brutally cold once again. Winter weather was on the way, so I decided to stop by as soon as I could and get out of there before the roadways became impassable. I drove a midsized sedan at that time—all-wheel drive as it might have been, it still enjoyed the wintry conditions about as much as I did. The nor’easter coming in was expected to be a rough one. And so, I made the trek as efficiently as I could.

Knock, knock, knock. The door opened.

“Alex, come on in.”

“Thank you, Seth,” I smiled and answered with a handshake.

We exchanged initial cordialities. I had only known Tom until now—not that this mattered, but to my surprise, the two resembled each other at a level somewhere in the vicinity of zero. Nothing alike in their presence. Again, trivial, but amusing, nonetheless. Their interests in life were also quite different. Tom had little to do with politics on any level aside from being a registered voter. He was a small-business owner and dedicated his time to such. Seth, on the other hand, worked a corporate job and dedicated the entirety of his free time to politics specific to the town and immediate region. Both were perfectly respectable paths to take in life so long as they were pursued responsibly, and both were perfectly respectable people based on my limited knowledge.

He initiated his explanation of the process to me.

“So, we cross-file for a Board of Education candidacy and appear on both parties’ primary ballots. As a result, we need to get signatures from both sides to get onto the ballots on these petition forms.” He presented said forms to me. Well, that should be a good time, I thought to myself. I had lost friends and relatives over political differences in recent months.

“Other than that, I’ll be helping you along the way.” As he went on about the initial process, I began to look around his house—who doesn’t do that? It was a humble dwelling, given what I understood to be his general aptitude with financial management. I respected that, as I knew he could have splurged a bit on a house if he wanted to. I also couldn’t help but notice the amount of Trump campaign shit all over the house. This was probably no more than a month, maybe less, from him leaving office, so it made sense given his role as a campaigner and committee chair for the city’s Republican Party.

“You a Trump guy?” I jokingly asked.

“Well, it’s complicated.”

“It always is with him. So much good, so much we try to forget. I know it’s early, but I think we can do better next time.”

“Yeah, me too. Though, I spent most of my time campaigning in the senatorial race up here last election. You wouldn’t know by my house,” he said as he chuckled.

“Right? Ha! Well, at least you were involved with one with a good outcome.”

“This is true. Well, let me get back to the goal in front of us…”

And so, he did, by explaining the campaign, petition, endorsement goals, as well as election dates for the primary and general. I generally understood it but knew I’d have to review everything to understand it more.

“I grasp this enough to get me started. Tell me a little about the opponents as well possible candidates on our side in the race.”

“Frankly, the Dems have beatable candidates on their side this time. We’re lucky, as it wasn’t always like that. Our biggest challenge is from within. You’ll get to know about Vinny Ciciliano as this campaign takes place. He’s close with Mitch Milano on the Board, whom I have some history with. I should say, the committee has history with him. You’ll get to know plenty about him as well, going forward.”

“Well, sir, I’m here to do what we have to do. We’ll get it done.”

“The grassroots shit will be vital to counter their recognition. We’ll be good, though.”

“Alright, well, I should get goi—”

“And on our side… well, it’s mostly good. We’ll have to make sure we reel one or two people in, when necessary; you’ll see… but I think we can.”

“Oh…”

“Anyway, I don’t want to hold you up. Get home before this shit gets any worse outside.”

I took all of the campaign material home and reviewed it. There was obviously a part of me internally wondering what the hell I was getting myself into. It seemed turf wars existed in the GOP nationally; there was even the heat/oxygen/fuel of a turf war within the local A Team in the GOP, simply awaiting a reaction to ignite the whole thing.

There was another part of me excited to get started and embark on something different. Maybe I could make a difference—maybe I’d be fending for myself until I could escape. Who knows? There was one way to find out though. So that weekend, I set out for a walk around my neighborhood and took the petition with me. Dianna tagged along—as a bit of an olive branch to introduce to Democrats who I needed to sign the petition. It mostly worked. Mostly.

Most my encounters were cordial. Most signed. This was in the immediate aftermath of 2020 and January 6th, 2021, though, and divisiveness was still present at a high level. Full transparency, I hated masks. I still do and will under no circumstances support a mandate for such an occurrence. Ever. That said, I put one on when knocking on Democrat doors (it might have just been a neck gaiter, but whatever). I didn’t want to take any chances. So, probably the sixth or seventh house in, this woman, probably in her thirties or forties, answered the door. She was significantly out of shape and appeared as though she hadn’t left her house in months—completely disheveled in her appearance, with unkept hair and soiled looking clothes. This wasn’t unusual for the time period, though. I explained to her my situation. “What party are you from?”

“The GOP, but as a reminder, I’m just trying to get onto the ballot. This isn’t a vote for me, per se.” I had a residence chart which presented political affiliations for each residence. I knew what I was getting myself into.

“Give me just a minute.” She went to get her three masks and came out to embark on a significant interrogation effort. “What do you think about the state of your party?”

“Well, it’s in a state of flux. There are certainly some unfortunate actors with a prominent role at the moment.” I had no reason to explain further, and it did not appear that I had to.

“What about January 6th? You’re not going to tell me you support your party on that, are you?”

“I don’t support what happened, and in fairness, I don’t think most rational Republicans do either.”

“Understood. Well, we need to get back to the civil disagreements we had before instead of forming these personality cults that have developed in the last few years.” I nodded to her statement but was curious what she would have had to say about the eight years of pop culture infatuation which had preceded the last four. I let it go, nonetheless.

And this went on for another five or ten minutes. I held my own, and it ended with a statement before the signature. “Well, I’m definitely not going to vote for you, but I’ll sign the petition for you to get on the ballot. I do respect that you took the time to talk to me.”

“Hey, that’s alright. There’s more to life than politics, anyway. I thank you for your time today. Have a good one.”

At the end of the day, I had my beliefs. Others had theirs. We all had our reasons; I wasn’t interested in trying to change someone’s mind on COVID policies, police, guns—you name it. I was going to act according to my conscience, which I tried to align to sound ideas I would hear regardless of affiliation.

I felt somewhat accomplished in thinking that this must have been the difficult house—a comical thought, I would soon learn… The following house asked my political affiliation. As soon as I said Republican, they wanted nothing to do with me and told me to hightail it. I tried to explain that I’m not even necessarily looking for a vote—just a signature on the petition to get on the ballot… an irrelevant concept to them, it turned out.

The house after was unprecedented, however. It started similarly. This behemoth of an individual answered the door. He was over 6 ′6″, probably weighed 300 lbs., and sported a long beard and no hair. I knew he was a Democrat, but again, I needed signatures on the petition.

“Can I help you?” he greeted grimly in a baritone voice.

“Hello, sir. I’m running for the Board of Education in Rocky Sound and am trying to petition to get onto the ballot. This isn’t pertaining to votes, just to get on—”

“What party?” he interrupted me.

“I’m a Republican, but I do hope I can be a bit of an accountability check on both sides.”

“You’re a Republican?”

“Yes I am, sir.”

“Alright,” he paused. “Well, wait here for a second.”

Ten seconds later, I saw his massive silhouette marching down the hallway toward the front door again. “Get the fuck off my porch!” He reached for a shotgun out of his closet, brandishing it and waving it over his head. “I’m not voting for a Republican, not never before, and never in the future!”

There was obviously no time for “A good day to you, sir,” just an expedited exit from the property as we called the police and then Seth to let him know never to campaign there again. It was obvious he was not going to use it, and I could see that it wasn’t loaded as it had an open and empty chamber, but there were clearly some restraint and cognitive issues testing his mind.

“Truly… is this what this has become? I’m so embarrassed by my own side today.”

“There’s people on mine who are no better. It’s just some people, regardless of the letter next to their names.”

“I’ve always had friends from all sides of the political spectrum. We disagreed on things, but it didn’t ultimately matter. This is just maddening. I hate all of this.”

I sort of chuckled to try to downplay some of these wild interactions, but I agreed with Dianna’s assessment on this one.

We eventually had two friends at our local watering hole provide the final signatures I needed to get on the ballot, so it was ultimately unimportant. However, what it left me with was a sense of just how divided we had become. Furthermore, it was clear that many were operating with an imbalance preventing civil engagement. When people hate their neighbors because of their political affiliations, what yard signs are on their property, or what views they hold on various issues, the system is effectively broken. And these were all my neighbors; I let them know as much through our discourse.

I carried that with me going forward and resolved to do better. There were clearly people in my own party guilty of acting the same way toward Democrats. All that was ever going to do was give the pendulum of societal doom more fuel to swing back and forth to the point of being out of control. Each extreme view on one side had only been met with a more extreme view by the other side, and there was no sign of that slowing down. Sure, this was and is an issue which was national and not going to broadly resolve just because one town found its way. That said, I wanted to be part of the solution, not the problem—even if it meant drastic and difficult measures. So, I resolved to carry that mindset forward.
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While the aforementioned transpired, I was beginning to learn a thing or two about the other Republican candidates. It was one evening without a ton going on, when Dianna read aloud a social media post on a community forum. Not unlike most community forums, this was a page typically reserved for people to bitch about trivial matters—the garbage man showing up 5 minutes later than usual, the roads getting plowed poorly after a snow storm, a military aircraft flying too low on Memorial Day, you name it.

On this occasion, the post was from a one Samuel ‘Sam’ Demonikov. I was a relative outsider and did not know anyone from Adam, in full acknowledgement. That said, I would get to know more about Sam than I ever could have imagined possible. The social media message read, “I hereby announcing that I am running for the Board of Education in the town of Rocky Sound. I look forward to meet and talking to many of you as I campaign.” That was at least how the message was written—grammatical mistakes and all. Is this a practical joke, I thought to myself.

I later learned from the comments that he was a middle-school English teacher of several decades at the same educational district. Something did not quite align logically in my head, but I had decided to keep an open mind—especially given that the comments under his post were substantially a net-positive.

It was at a Republican Committee meeting three days later when I met him and other candidates in person. Our usual locations for such an event were closed on this particular day, but there was a pizza shop in town that we were able to find in the spur of a moment to hold the occasion. As was consistent with the timeframe, we were constrained to an outdoor heated tent; this served as a loophole around mandates which banned indoor dining establishments from operating normally in the weeks prior. In the residual timeframe since then, many places left it up to help boost their customer volume while restrictions still posed a challenge to business. The business allowed us to hold our event in their tent/temporary pavilion situation.

As for Sam, I remember him entering into a room of Republicans—like them or not, notoriously not wearing COVID masks—wearing two of them. That threw me off, but I nonetheless went up and introduced myself. I even signed his petition for his candidacy on the Republican side.

“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Alex, and good luck in the primary… well, maybe, we’ll be on the same team if we both win. I don’t know what’s going to happen yet!”

“Likewise, Sam. Looking forward to getting to know you through this process!”

“From what I’ve heard about you, I can say the same.”

He was a very slight man in his early to mid-70s from what I could tell. He was struggling to walk too far at a given time and had a cane. It had later come to my knowledge that he had been in a significant car wreck some month or two prior, and he was still recovering. I assumed at the time, this might explain the masks and the difficulty with formulating coherent sentences online. He had become the enthusiast of social media, and his typing difficulties were prevalent.

My initial thought, however, was that this was a schoolteacher. It was exciting in my mind to have a longtime teacher on the ticket to run ideas past. He was also a man that most parents I had encountered in the town spoke highly of; I was willing to get to know him, his story, and his objectives out of the gate.

And he was more than willing to open up about everything he was into, or had been into, and he was more than willing to exaggerate most of his experiences.

“In the earlier years of my career, I actually spent large portions in eastern Europe, and some in South America to teach students interested in moving to the United States. This was the highlight of my career.”

“That is wild, man! I bet that really provides some opportunity on how to fill certain voids here in the education system here.”

“It really does! We have some work to do.”

He would talk of these stints as if they were full-on semesters in those distant parts of the world. I later found out that he had spent a week in each location, but I also had plenty of friends who spoke in wild hyperbole and was willing to give him that benefit of the doubt.

Another endeavor he took great pride in was his ability to raise money. “Yeah, Alex, I’ve been involved in sports booster programs for a long time and am the reason a lot of sports teams exist in this network of schools.”

“Oh, yeah? Impressive, man! Which sports have you been involved in?”

“Well, none for the last two years, but before then, soccer, baseball, and basketball in particular. I also led the charge to get lacrosse here. For all of them, I led the fundraisers to get them the equipment they needed. This was through the RSAF that I started—or the Rocky Sound Athletic Fund.”

“No reason to speak ill of that! Can’t wait to learn more about it,” I said in acknowledgement.

“I also have an open fundraiser started for our Board of Education candidates, whoever gets through the primaries, this time and in future elections. I’d actually love for you to contribute to it to help us get across the finish line and boost our initiatives after we win.”

“Well, let me talk to Seth on that and also see how this primary turns out. I do want to make sure our candidates are getting the financial support they need, whether that includes me or not.”

He introduced this concept, as with all things, in an energetic tone. In the moment, however, it came off as demanding. That didn’t work with me in the moment—not out of disrespect to Sam, but more out of caution to make sure I was not getting conned by someone I didn’t know yet. I meant what I said, though.

At this same meeting, the Republican chairman of the broader region was present—Mr. Pete DePaulus. He was a tall and broad figure with a booming voice. He also went out of his way to thank us for stepping up to run for what many considered a thankless but important role. “There is no more important time than now to get involved at the local level. Movements are occurring at a broader level that we need to ensure don’t hit us here at home. This, in many cases, isn’t the Democrat Party of our parents. Some of them think there are unlimited genders, for example.” He would continue with a litany of the topics triggering the passionate responses of most on either side of the aisle in society at the time. I generally came to quickly understand, nonetheless, that he was well respected by many of the people who had been involved for a long time. The centrists of both parties respected him as well.

I also met some of the other candidates at this meeting. One was Myra Niemi. I’m to this day not 100% sure what she did for a living outside of this supposedly voluntary gig, but she was employed in some way, anyhow. She was a mother and had two young sons, along with a husband who seemed like a nice enough man. He was a fisherman and seemed reluctantly involved (even if indirectly) from the beginning, as this scene was understandably foreign for him. She had an awkward public delivery. She was relatively short and heavyset, speaking with a voice straight out of the nose, and appeared to be in her early to mid-forties. Unlike Sam, she could formulate thoughts on paper; she did, however, struggle to smoothly put them together orally.

Myra also had this strange habit of making what were seemingly trivial statements in a voice, as though she were relaying the nuclear codes to me with Vladimir Putin within hearing distance. “I took my son to preschool this morning, and there was a man in a yellow Ford Bronco dropping his kid off a minute late,” she would whisper in a voice which almost seemed like she was plotting something.

“What?” I would say. And she’d repeat it only slightly more loudly.

At any rate, we generally got along well—at least initially.

Then, there was candidate Pete Donald. Pete Donald was a professional bookie and affordable housing landlord. My initial introduction with him was memorable. The man had some incredible claims about the current Board and educational district. Among them, “Alex, you would never believe the yahoos on this
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