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A sleek T-38 Talon, a two-seat, twin-jet supersonic trainer based at Whiteman AFB, glided gracefully toward the city from the southwest. Its landing approach traced a sweeping arc around the eastern edge of Forest Park, then curved northwest to align perfectly for touchdown. From above, the pilot and passenger viewed a patchwork of neighborhoods—including Lindenwood Park, Clifton Heights, The Hill, and Central West End—unfolding beneath them. Behind the pilot, the passenger gazed at the distinctive outline of Clifton Park, where lush greenery stood out against the gray urban landscape of the surrounding Clifton Heights neighborhood. A small, oblong lake resembled a turkey leg and thigh, adding a touch of whimsy. Surrounding the little lake, the Drive and Avenues form rings of access points to seven cul-de-sacs. Unlike cookie-cutter suburbs built in haste, Clifton Park evolved gradually over the first half of the last century, resulting in a charming mosaic of architectural styles and unique homes.

The T-38, a sleek white dart, streaked across the sky at an exhilarating 400 miles per hour. The pilot gently reduces the power to idle, executing a smooth, slicing turn back toward the runway—trading altitude for speed and position. As the aircraft lined up perfectly on final approach, the runway below appeared as a narrow ribbon, growing closer with each passing second. The main gear tires kiss the pavement with a sharp, high- pitched chirp as the plane settles onto its rear wheels. The unmistakable scent of scorched rubber fills the cockpit, mingling with the diminishing roar of the engines. Quiet now, the pilot taxied the T-38 to its designated area, poised for the pilots to make their exit.

As the passenger stepped off the ladder onto the tarmac, he shook hands with the T-38 pilot, thanking him for the opportunity to hitch a ride back to his hometown for the week. The passenger recently accepted an assignment to Whiteman, located on the other side of the state. His mission was to fly B-2 stealth bombers stationed exclusively at Whiteman Air Force Base.

Twenty-five years had slipped by since John last set foot in his hometown. His career had taken him soaring across the skies in some of the nation's most formidable bombers, including the iconic B-52, the backbone of America's strategic nuclear defense.

Previously he had taken the opportunity of being stationed in his home state to visit his parents who were were semi-retired, managing a quaint marina on Lake Taneycomo, 200 miles away. He spent a week with them, casting lines, sharing stories on fishing trips, and savoring his mother’s comforting home-cooked meals. His sisters had settled elsewhere with their families; his close friends had drifted apart over the years.

This trip wasn’t about rekindling old ties, but a heartfelt journey back to the childhood haunts etched in his memory. He was eager to see what had changed and what remained untouched—driven by a nostalgic curiosity that brought him back to his roots.

John lounged on the balcony of his fourteenth-floor room at the Chase Park Plaza Hotel, a sweeping view of Forest Park spread before him. His eyes traced the horizon, where the community of Creve Coeur was barely a spec—the last place he called home—loomed softly in the distance. As dusk settled, he felt a stir of nostalgia, knowing tomorrow he'd embark on a heartfelt journey through memories, starting from the suburban neighborhoods of the 1960s and retracing his steps back east to the city and Clifton Park, revisiting the roots of his past.
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THE NEXT DAY, AS EVENING approached, he completed his journey through his former neighborhoods of Creve Coeur, Overland, and Kirkwood. Each street he walked on stirred a mixture of joyful and bittersweet memories, painting a vivid picture of his past. As the sun dipped below the horizon, he chose to save the final address for the following day—a significant place from his youth, full of beauty, charm, and stories. He could easily spend hours there, reminiscing. But tonight, his plans called him elsewhere; he had a ticket to see ‘Showgirls’ at the legendary Forest Park amphitheater. Known affectionately as ‘The Muny,’ short for The Municipal Opera, this historic venue has been a cherished cultural landmark for over a century, a lively and richly historic space.

He was given the ticket by one of the two U.S. Senators who had successfully lobbied to station the 20 B-2 bombers exclusively at Whiteman Air Force Base. Thanks to Whiteman’s strategic central location, these cutting-edge aircraft could hit targets in the Middle East or Eastern Asia and return from their missions in less than a day.

John met the senator during a tour of his last base in Guam. The senator was genuinely impressed by John’s extensive military background, and his support played a key role in securing John’s transfer. As the most senior B-2 pilot at Whiteman—and the only one with B-52 experience—John was a standout. Flying a B-52 isn’t like piloting a family sedan; it’s akin to controlling a half-century-old, constantly upgraded, hyper-sophisticated beast. Each flight demands the focus of a test pilot working with a rare, experimental aircraft—usually pushing pilots to their mental and physical limits for 30 grueling hours. And these pilots have to be just as tough as their planes, affectionately nicknamed BUFFY—Big Ugly Fat Fucker.

When the senator learned of John’s weekend plans to visit his childhood neighborhoods, he eagerly offered his ticket to the Muny, explaining that he had to head to Washington, D.C., to pass urgent legislation. “I’d rather you enjoy it than have my wife go alone,” he said with a smile. "She’ll be thrilled to spend the evening with a Colonel who risks his life for our freedom.”
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A FEW HOURS LATER, John showered and changed into casual attire before strolling through Forest Park, a 1,100-acre park in the heart of the

city. He avoided the bustling crowds of 12,000 people headed to the performance who lined the streets and parking lots, choosing a peaceful, twenty-minute walk along tree-shaded sidewalks instead. Passing monuments, serene lakes, and lush grasslands, he felt the tranquility of the evening. Upon reaching the open-air theater, he caught the lively murmur of the crowd and saw that they had filled all 2,000 free seats at the back. As he approached the center aisle, he observed people arriving from the front and sides to claim their seats. Glancing at his ticket, he realized he had been assigned to the orchestra seats, promising an up-close view of the performance.

From his assigned seat, nestled far enough back, John had a sweeping view of the stage and also a glimpse down into the bustling orchestra pit where musicians tuned their instruments with quiet anticipation. His spot was on the center aisle, with only one empty seat beside him. Just ten minutes before the curtain rose, an usher appeared and gently guided a striking blonde in her early thirties to his row. John smoothly rose to his feet, and with a warm smile, she introduced herself. “Hello, I’m Loren. You must be John, my brave escort for the night.”

Throughout the intermission, they connected more deeply than they had in their initial brief greetings. Loren had married the senator twelve years earlier after they met at a fundraiser dedicated to park preservation and beautification. They dated for two years before they got married.

John didn't expect the senator’s wife to be so young, especially since the senator was approaching sixty.

During each intermission, towering fans mounted on sleek poles unleashed powerful gusts, cooling the crowd but making conversation almost impossible amid the relentless noise. The fierce fans sent Loren’s light sundress fluttering wildly, giving John fleeting glimpses of her tanned thighs. While some women hurriedly tucked their skirts in tightly to shield themselves, Loren smiled, casually brushing her dress back into place after each gust, but not quickly, each reveal of her thighs catching John’s eye once again. He wasn’t the only one watching; the percussionist in the band pit kept glancing her way during breaks, even giving her a quick, knowing wave. From his vantage point, he surely could see her panties as her dress billowed—their shared glance suggesting they knew each other more than just casually.

During a brisk breeze, Loren paused for a moment, her fingers subtly flipping the skirt of her dress and spreading her legs just enough to offer the percussionist a tempting view. John chuckled, a hint of amusement in his eyes, thinking, “They seem a bit too familiar.”

Later, during the final intermission, John leaned in close, his voice low and inviting as he asked if she’d like a drink from the nearby kiosks. She tilted her head, cupped his ear gently, and in a whisper, drowned slightly by the fan’s roar, she responded, “Not here, but I’d love a Manhattan at the Tenderloin Room in the Park Plaza once the performance is over.”

John's face lit up with a smile as he nodded in agreement. “That’s where I’m staying,” he said confidently.

Loren’s eyes twinkled mischievously. “That’s convenient,” she responded with a sly grin, then gently lowered her hand to rest on John’s thigh—an intimate gesture that she repeated several times until the performance wrapped up. Though subtle, her invitation to join her at the hotel—and the warmth of her touch—was impossible to ignore.

Her chauffeur pulled into the Chase Hotel's valet circle. Inside the hotel lobby, a narrow hallway connecting to the Tenderloin Room led them. Walking through the restaurant's entrance felt like stepping into a bygone era, adorned with photos of legendary entertainers like Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, and Sammy Davis Jr. As their gaze lingered, images of Lauren Bacall and Katharine Hepburn—icons of Hollywood—added glamour and history to the scene.

A baby grand piano formed a gentle barrier between the lively bar and the cozy dining area. The restaurant's bar was a scene of subtle elegance, illuminated by soft sconces and stained-glass art that cast colorful patterns on the ceiling lights. A sleek, dark, polished wood counter stretched along the bar, complemented by plush, tufted leather chairs where patrons could relax. Loren and John slipped into two of these chairs, nestled into the far corner at the bar's end. As they sipped their drinks, conversation flowed easily, revealing more about each other's lives. John
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