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Fred hustled to Concourse D. The gate door had just opened, so he had not missed Jake's arrival. Passengers streamed out into the terminal. As the stream became a trickle, after strollers and parents, college kids with earphones, and old women and men in wheelchairs, out came Jake. They first became friends in grade school, inside one of the first desegregated schools in Atlanta. Jake was a poor white kid from St. Mary's Home for the Perpetually Abandoned. Fred's neighborhood suffered from white flight to the suburbs. Fred knew Jake was color-blind when, at their first meeting, Jake tried to hustle him for cash. Fred respected that. Their teachers believed "The boys" were destined to do hard time in dismal penitentiaries. Both proved them wrong.

Fred became a skilled, professional airline pilot. His career had approached twenty-seven years. An uncle, who flew with the famous Tuskegee Airmen, was a major influence on him. After he had accumulated enough Pilot-in-Command time, a major airline hired him. It was quite an accomplishment to get a foot, or a wing, in the door at a time when the door was not open to black aviators.

Late one night, when he was seventeen, an officer arrested Jake for a misdemeanor. As he stood against the police car, handcuffed, the officer encouraged him to use his talents and skills for the good guys. They had a long talk. As a result, Jake became one of the Atlanta Police Department's homicide detectives. The last case he worked had nearly cost him his life. To avoid prosecution for the tactics he used in the apprehension of a serial killer, he was “retired” from the APD. He and Caitland relocated to Los Angeles. She was a high-profile Hollywood agent and encouraged him to write crime novels.

As Fred walked up the Jetway Bridge, he saw a small, pampered, pedigreed dog in a baby stroller. The dog belonged to a woman in her mid-forties. The dog bared his teeth and added a ferocious growl at Jake. When the woman turned away, Jake snarled back at the canine. Her expensive perfume gave him a headache. He thought women's perfume should smell more like a cold beer to entice men. Inside the terminal door, he received his first chest bump and a man-hug since he left Atlanta. They got multiple glances from those in the terminal, who did not think the gesture was appropriate. The black culture thing did not play well in Phoenix. The residents preferred firm handshakes and cowboy etiquette to fist bumps and street cred.

"Hey, Fred."

"Since you are in the Old West and a writer, let's use synonyms. You be 'Wyatt,' and I'll be 'Doc.'”

"Doc wasn't a pilot."

"Who cares, get in the mood, man."

Phoenix had a different social climate from Atlanta. It had different cultural experiences, world views, and time zones.

"Yo, Wyatt!"

"Serious?"

"You know, Wyatt, Phoenicians don't know they call it hip-hop, because that's how the kids learn to walk to keep their low-riding jeans from dropping to their ankles. Some folks here still think the Earth is flat. They buy dinosaur pet food. Speaking of Pluto, maybe we can get you to the Lowell Observatory. Percival Lowell discovered Pluto through the telescope there. The P and L stood for his initials. Better yet, you should go to the Vatican Observatory in Tucson and maybe find Jesus. This is the UFO capital of the world, lots of probed abductees."

Jake thought Sky Harbor was one of the most beautiful airport facilities in the country. The panoramic, plate-glass windows gave the traveling public a breathtaking view of mountain ranges. The interior of the terminal looked bright, fresh, upscale, with rows of high-end shops and gourmet restaurants painted in southwestern hues and themes. Fred pulled Jake into the Arizona Highways shop.

"Cactus?"

"Yeah, originally from Russia, Russian thistle. They end up tumbleweeds," Fred said.

Fred picked out a bolo for Jake.

"I'm not wearing that."

"It'll make you feel more like Wyatt."

"I don't want to feel more Wyatt. I would rather be the Lone Ranger. Make that, the Alone Ranger."

"You need a big, wide cowboy hat to go with it," Fred said.

"I don't want a bolo or a cowboy hat. I was a cowboy once. I was seven. I grew out of it."

Jake handed the bolo to the clerk. They walked through a long corridor that took them to the Sky Train Terminal. After one brief stop, it left them at the 44 Street Station, where they boarded the Light Rail. As they stepped onto the train, Jake still did the standard police officer surveillance of the passengers on board. He could never break the habit because there was no such thing as police officer rehab.

"I don't get it."

"Get what?" Fred asked.

“All these kids ride the train but get on with a bike. What’s the point?”

“They’re the future.”

“College kids with earphones and backpacks, oblivious to anything and anyone else, whose biggest decision-making involves which tennis shoes, or cellphones, or video games to buy. And why do they dress like refugees?”

“We wore hand-me-downs,” Fred said.

“We were poor. We had to dress like that.”

“Cellphones, Jake, are the democratization of the world, man.”

“You know, if all you do is stare at your phone, you miss life,” Jake said.

“You came here to chill out and have fun.”

The train glided toward downtown Phoenix. For a major city, the fifth-largest in America, Phoenix had a small cluster of downtown buildings dwarfed by a mountainous horizon. Fred said he had been flying in and out of Phoenix for years and watched the urban sprawl spread like America’s waistlines. Phoenix had no definable boundaries with Tempe, Mesa, or Scottsdale. Jake scrutinized the passengers.

“I think I arrested some of these people.”

“Could be, man, this is the Witness Protection capital of the world. Arizona tops the FBI’s statistics in murder, identity theft, and auto theft. Something you would be interested in. We have penitentiaries on nearly every street corner.”

“How’s the airline merger going?”

“Like the third grade, long and hard,” Fred said.

Fred removed his epaulets and tie, then shoved them into his flight bag.

“Airline mergers are never smooth, lots of turbulence. Pilots may be best friends when the cockpit door is closed, but they are bitter enemies when it comes to seniority. What about you? Why LA?”

The train slowed for their stop. They stepped out onto the platform.

“Simple, a woman, why else? Caitland arrives tomorrow morning.”

They walked down the ramp to the sidewalk. Jake laid his carry-on bag on top of Fred’s roller bag.

“She’s my healer, my companion. I can tell her anything, and she still will not turn me in for the reward money. She also accumulates heaven points for trying to save me.”

“So, you retired?” Fred asked.

“APD wasn’t thrilled about what I did in the pursuit of a serial killer. They suggested retirement, instead of prosecution. I broke a few department commandments and a few local, state, and federal laws in my pursuit of the perpetrator. I did it to stop the killer. There are times when you do what you need to do. I have no regrets.”

“Caitland’s your girl and your agent?”

“Caitland said I should try writing. She also finds me technical advisor jobs on movie sets. I do occasional expert witness testimony. I opened The Roberts Agency and do private investigations for the over-indulged Beverly Hills crowd. The divorce lawyers love me.”

They walked a block toward Fred’s condominium. Jake trailed Fred through the double glass doors into the building.

“Man, I’m dry. My tongue is stuck to the roof of my mouth. What happened here, nuclear winter?” Jake asked.

“You’re in the desert, man, 323 days of sunshine. You are only a few miles away from the Great Sonoran Desert. The biggest and oldest nuclear plant is forty-five miles west in Wittenburg. It is even too hot for mosquitoes. They go north for the summer. You drink a lot of water here, or you’ll dehydrate fast,” Fred said.

Inside the building, Jake luxuriated in the frigid air conditioning.

“Any chance you developed a liking for golf? They have a lot of courses here,” Fred said.

“Golf, me? No, I already have two balls that rule my life. I was in Homicide, man, not a clubhouse. To me, a slice means a knife was involved in the crime, not a lost ball. I never saw a hole-in-one, because there were multiple holes from the stabbings and gunshots. I looked for stuff in the woods, but I was looking for a victim, or a murder weapon.”

Fred held up both hands flat.

“Okay, okay, I get it, you don’t golf.”

“Caitland scheduled a book signing in Scottsdale. I can’t wait to see if my novels are on your bookshelf.”

“Pilots don’t read unless the book comes with crayons,” Fred said.

They walked inside Fred’s condominium.

The spacious living room had an entire wall of floor-to-ceiling windows that provided a breathtaking panorama of the city and the mountain ranges. A striking woman walked from the master bedroom and stood next to Fred. She placed both of her arms around him, and they kissed. She stroked his muscular arms.

“Wyatt, this is Andrea. Andrea, Wyatt.”

She had supermodel written all over her in several languages. Jack was fascinated by the randomness of time and space, chance, and luck that brought two people together and led them to fall in love. It was clear that when the planets Fred and Andrea collided, it created a supernova.

“Stop calling me, Wyatt. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Andrea.”

“And you, Wyatt.”

“Pardon us, Andrea, come on, Jake, I want to show you the rest of the place.”

The tour was brief. Jake would stay in the guest bedroom for the night. After Caitland arrived in the morning, they planned to stay next door at the Hotel San Carlos. Jake dropped his carry-on bag on the bed, peeked inside the closet, and checked out the bathroom. He gave Fred an approving nod.

“You know I still wet the bed, right?”

“I thought the nuns cured you. Man, I never saw a kid take a beating like that with a wooden ruler. Mother Superior did not stop with your knuckles either! I think she took the gold in ass-kicking at the Olympics.”

“The good, but vicious, Sisters of Redemption wouldn’t have been so mean if they had gotten laid once in a while,” Jake said.

“Just be sure and clean it up before Andrea finds out about it. She is beautiful, but she can kick your ass.”

“She’s too good for you.”

“And, she knows it,” Fred said.

“We lived through a lot, you and me. If it were not for your moms, I would have never made it through all those years in the orphanage. She was the only one who took me into her heart. She left me on the street, but she took me into her heart.”

“Yeah, I didn’t mind sharing her with you. She was enough for both of us. You deflected a lot of pain that would have come in my direction,” Fred said.

They walked out to the living room, where Andrea sat. Fred held a hand for her and helped her up from the sofa. They walked out onto the balcony, with Jake in tow. A breathtaking sunset was on the horizon. As the sun fell behind the mountains, the last moments of the daylight came in a burst of radiant hues. A backdrop full of stars replaced the sunset.

“So, what would you two gentlemen like for dinner this evening?” Andrea asked.

Fred pulled Jake out of his seat and pointed down to a building across the street.

“Pizza, and not just a pizza, a Leone’s Pizza! It is right there. I dream about it on layovers. You good with it?”

“Yeah, sure.”

“I’ll call it in and bring it out after it’s delivered. It will give you boys time to irritate each other,” Andrea said.

“Do you like Phoenix?”

“We do. We have grown to like it. We have been to Sedona and Flagstaff. You have not seen anything like it, spectacular, the mountains, the colors. Everyone has that laid-back attitude.”

Bobby Goode's name on the marquee of the comedy club glared in sun-yellow sequenced bulbs against the deepening twilight. His performances sold out within a minute through the ticket outlets. Each ticket holder stood beneath the marquee, looking for an opportunity to cut the line. Blue and white-collar workers, arriving from the downtown business suites and government complexes, shuffled in line alongside vacationers, convention attendees, and locals. All of them were impatient to get the show started. The younger patrons wiggled and shifted as if standing on an exposed electrical wire. The older generation tried to alleviate their back pains from standing on the thin red carpet covering the concrete. A variety of local Phoenix comics gathered in a corner outside the club. Bobby had once been one of them, a member of a unique band of rebels, each chasing their dreams. They came to hear from the master, to study his every nuance and intonation, and to dissect every punchline. They prayed to be as lucky as Bobby when he was discovered by a producer looking for the next face of comedy. Brian Stone had won the club’s Open Mike competition a week earlier. Bobby asked him to open for him on opening night, and the kid became an instant celebrity among his peers. Phoenix loved comedy. It was a comedic oasis in the desert. The Valley lay open its arms to anyone who could make them howl. Over the years, they had watched A-to-Z list comics gnaw at their funny bones and elicit gut-wrenching laughter. Bobby had succeeded without inner demons driving him, unlike his peers, who carried their personal psychoses and dependencies as crosses to the stage. The only fear that Bobby had was losing it all, the fame and fortune. Bobby believed his Good luck and timing would always see him through.

It was also a special night for him because his career began in Phoenix. He was a hometown boy, Arizona born and raised. It was the place where he got his chops playing the small clubs. Growing up there, he became infamous in high school for getting into detention and antagonizing the system. An incessant wise guy, Bobby frustrated his teachers with his constant disruptions of classes with jokes and pranks. The dean of the school called his father and complained about Bobby’s behavior. George Goode could empathize with the dean. He knew what a handful Bobby could be. He knew the family’s funny gene had been passed down to his son from a family tree full of jokers who had survived life’s hard times by using humor to alleviate their pain. He asked the dean if he thought Bobby was funny. The dean said that Bobby was hysterical but still needed relief from the problem to maintain his sanity. In the end, George negotiated a settlement. Bobby got the first five minutes of class to tell jokes. For the rest of the time, he promised his son would be respectful and do his classwork. Bobby tried to comply, but failed, first suspended, then expelled. It was years later when the funny kid finally earned his GED. Bobby knew what he wanted more than anything in the world was to be a comedian. It was all he thought about. He started with every open-mike night around Phoenix. He fumbled, fell, and got back up again on stage. On his twenty-first birthday, Bobby opened for a headliner at the Comerica Theater. The owner of the comedy club saw his act and invited Bobby to emcee. A year later, Bobby filled in at the club for a canceled act.

A producer from NYC had been in the audience and approached him after the show. The man told Bobby he knew a great agent named Louie Steinberg. If Bobby were interested, the man said he would introduce him. The agent and Bobby met a short time later, and after seeing Bobby perform, Steinberg signed him for one year. He booked him on a small national tour. Louie monitored Bobby as he fine-tuned his routine. By the end of the contract, Louie got Bobby a steady gig as a writer for Jimmy Kimmel. A year passed, and Kimmel called Bobby out of the writer’s room.

“It’s time, Bobby.”

“Time for what, Mr. Kimmel?”

“For your dream to come true. To become a star, Bobby, I can’t keep you from it any longer.”

On the same stage where extraordinary stars had visited with Jimmy, Bobby stepped into the national spotlight. He killed. It changed Bobby’s life forever. He swore he would never leave the stage. He would do anything to stay in the spotlight. The comedy stage became his entire life, his reason for being, everything he was. The world turned beneath Bobby’s feet. He was a superstar. He stood behind the curtain at the club, waiting to perform, reminiscing about how far he had come in his life and how much the concert meant to him. Almost everyone waiting to get inside to see his show was familiar with his background. Every kid incarcerated with him in detention had a story and a ticket, and so did every teacher, including the dean. After he closed in Phoenix, he would leave for LA to perform beneath the Klieg lights, awash in the spotlight once again, in a sold-out, one-night concert at The Walt Disney Concert Hall. It would bring his “Wurld Comedy Tur” to an end. He would follow the thunderous ovation by appearing on the Jimmy Kimmel Show to thank Jimmy for believing in him.

Donald and Betty O’Malley stood in the long line with the others as they tried to cope with the bad news they had received earlier that day. Betty did her best to nurture her brokenhearted husband. It was the first vacation they had taken after twenty-eight years of marriage. They had saved every penny and were determined to go first class. They booked a great hotel, rented an expensive car, and bought clothes just for the much-deserved adventure. That morning, Donald had just finished his room service breakfast. Betty sipped at her tea. She smiled as she watched Donald saunter inside the hotel suite in his boxers like Rocky taking quick jabs at the air. Watching Donald walk on the top of the world, feeling invincible, was her dream come true. Donald’s phone rang. He listened and spoke in a muted tone. Betty watched his face change, his festive mood dissolve. He found a place on the edge of the king-size bed where he held his face in his hands. He had just received the worst news of his entire life from the VP of HR. They no longer had a position for him. A computer program that had no age limit, no retirement, no health care, and no need for vacation had replaced him. He was a dinosaur that had not melted into oil













































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





