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Dedication
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I dedicate this book to friends who play unexpected and valuable roles in our lives, and to friendships that withstand years and distances. You’re special to me for being there even when I didn’t ask, for making the world funnier with your laughter, and for believing in all my wildest dreams.

To the broad highways and experiences that never reach a goal—when unexpected events give us memories we’ll carry forever, and moments that help us grow in ways we never anticipated.

I share this with the strangers who, with us, shared a meal, felt the sunset’s peaceful touch, or met us by chance at some stop. To all who welcomed us, advised us, and put their faith in us—and to the little moments that show that life’s best gifts come when we don’t try to make them happen.

Above all, I want to say it all started with three young men, a crazy plan, an old car, and no real idea of what lay ahead—who somehow ended up finding more than we had imagined. We’ll remember the summer we spent like no other.
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Chapter 1 – Getaway
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It was 1976, and if there was ever a perfect time for a soundtrack to my life, it was right now. Earth, Wind & Fire’s “Getaway” played in the background, as if the universe itself was trying to remind me of better days—days when I actually cared about football. But today? Today, I didn’t give a damn. I just wanted to escape.

It was one of those hot August days when the sun didn’t just shine—it punished. The heat scorched the field, and the hot air burned in my nostrils. My jersey was soaked in sweat. I stood there, helmet in hand, watching as the other guys ran their drills, grinding through the same old routine. 

Tryouts. Again. 

I should’ve been pumped and fired up. It was the kind of day that used to get my blood going, when I’d be ready to prove myself and make a name. But that fire? It was long gone. Football used to mean something to me. Now? It felt like a job I never signed up for. The coaches didn’t give a damn about us, not really. As long as we played hard and didn’t get hurt, they were happy. I wasn’t a player—I was nothing more than a number on a roster. Just a body to fill a spot. 

“Rappa! You’re running corner today,” Coach hollered. 

I blinked. Cornerback? Seriously? I played strong safety. That was my spot. My position. But what did it matter? It wasn’t like I was gonna argue. No point. 

I gave a slight nod, no real emotion behind it, and strapped on my helmet. Fine. I thought to myself, whatever. I’d run corner. 

The whistle blew. Instinct took over. I ran. I tackled. I hit hard—again and again. No hesitation, no pulling back. The guys started calling me Dr. Feelpain, like I was out here handing out bruises and broken ribs. 

Maybe I was. 

Maybe that was the only thing keeping me going—knowing that even if I wasn’t enjoying the game, at least I was making them feel it. If I had to be here, I was damn sure gonna leave my mark. 

But deep down, I already knew—I was done. 

Then, over all the noise, I heard someone yelling. 

“Dean! Deano!” 

I turned toward the bleachers—it was my bro, Dieter. 

He was waving his arms like a madman, grinning like he’d just won the lottery. I could see the excitement in his eyes, the kind that meant something stupid—something wild—was about to happen. 

I jogged over, sweat dripping down my face, my legs aching from the drills. “What’s up, Dieter?” 

“Larry and I are heading out on a road trip. You in?” 

I squinted. “A road trip?” I wiped my forehead, my body still buzzing from the hits I’d laid out on the field. 

“Yeah, man. We’re driving to Geneseo to visit Larry’s grandma and try the famous Rhubarb pie he’s always bragging about, then hopping freight trains to the Jersey Shore to drink a beer.” 

I blinked. Freight trains? The East Coast? My brain tried to catch up. It sounded like something out of a damn movie. 

And yet, standing here, drenched in sweat, wasting away on a field I didn’t care about anymore, the thought hit me—just go. A cold beer. The open road. A break from this bullshit. I didn’t even hesitate. 

“Hell, yes.” 

Dieter clapped me on the shoulder, still grinning. “Cool, man. We’ll pick you up at your place in a couple of hours.” 

“Sounds good. See ya soon.” 

And just like that, it was decided. No second thoughts. No regrets. 

I looked back toward the field, then turned and started walking toward the locker room. As I did, I heard fast footsteps coming up behind me. 

“Hey, Dr. Feelpain, where’re you going?” 

I turned. It was Calvin Johnson, another cornerback, a fleet-footer who could run just as fast backward as he could forward. He looked at me as if I’d lost my mind. 

I met his eyes and said it plain and simple. “I’m done.” 

His face twisted in confusion. “What, why? We need you, man.” 

I shook my head, half-smiling. “You figure it out.” 

And with that, I walked away. Done. 

I hit the gym. The place was nearly empty, just the soft hum of lockers clanking and water running in the showers. Good. I needed space. 

I yanked open my locker and started stuffing my gear into a bag. Helmet. Shoulder pads. Jersey. Gone. 

I let out a deep breath, peeled off my sweat-soaked uniform, and stepped into the shower. The hot water washed away the grime, sweat, and all the bullshit. I leaned against the wall, closing my eyes for a second, letting it all run down the drain. 

By the time I stepped out, I felt lighter. I quickly pulled on my jeans and a plain T-shirt, running a hand through my damp hair. No more practice. No more drills. No more pretending I cared. I stared at my reflection in the mirror for a beat. And damn, I was looking good. I slung my bag over my shoulder and walked out of the gym without looking back. 

Well, me and the buds were about to start a different kind of adventure. And of course, I couldn’t wait. 
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​Chapter 2 – The Sicilian Standoff 
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I was so excited about the road trip, all caught up in the fun we were going to have, that I totally forgot one tiny little detail—I didn't think to ask my parents for permission. Uh-oh. My stomach dropped the second I realized it. I could already hear my parents’ voice in my head: 

"You are going to WHAT without asking?!"

Panic mode started to set in. What was I gonna do? Play it cool? Beg for mercy? Maybe just go and hope no one notices? Yeah, right. That wasn't gonna work.

Growing up in my house was like living in a sitcom—except there was no audience laughing when I had to do all my dad's dirty work. "Hey, get me this. Hey, go do that." I swear, I was more of a personal lackey than a kid. And don't even think about saying no. My dad, Lou, didn't take no for an answer. He had that look, the kind that made you move before he even finished his sentence.

And man, was he proud of being Sicilian. He drilled it into us as if it were the law. He would always say to us, “If anyone asks you what nationality you are, you tell them you're Sicilian, not Italian! Capeesh?"  If I had a dollar for every time I heard that, I'd be retired by now. But that was just him—loud, proud, and always in charge. The king of his castle. The guy who made all the rules but didn't always follow them himself.

Mom, though—Mom was different. She was my safe place. A full-blooded Greek woman with the heart of a saint and the patience of, well, someone who had to deal with my dad. She put up with his antics, his crude jokes, and that ridiculous habit of sneaking up behind her while she was doing dishes to grab her butt and kiss her on the neck. We'd all groan and roll our eyes, giggling, but secretly, I loved seeing it. Even when he was being a pain, he loved her.

Now Mom—she was everything to me. We were a team. She never had to ask for help in the kitchen; I was always there, peeling, stirring, and tasting—sometimes before I was supposed to. We talked about everything—school, friends, life, whatever was on our minds. She actually listened to me, which was something I couldn't say about Dad. If I ever needed comfort, I knew where to go.

I came home from practice, and there they were—Mom and Dad, sitting at the kitchen table like always, talking and smoking cigarettes. As soon as I walked in, I just blurted it out:

“Hey, Ma, hey, Pops! Larry, Dieter, and I are going on a road trip. And we're leaving today."

Mom's face twisted in confusion. "What are you talking about? When did this happen?"

Dad looked me up and down. "Where are you going? For how long? A weekend?"

"Nope," I said. "A couple of months."

They both stared at me like I'd just said I was moving to Mars. "What?!" they said at the same time.

Mom was already getting worked up. "How are you gonna take care of yourself!?"

Dad sighed. "Yeah, where's the money coming from?"

I shrugged. "I got seventy bucks,” I said, “and we'll work odd jobs along the way. That's all I know. I've never been on a real vacation, and I wanna do this."

They looked at each other, and for a second, I thought, okay, everything was gonna be good.

But then Mom started to cry, and my dad said, "Look at what you're doing to your mother." His voice was loud and his expression stern. 

I said, “Ma, Dad, I want to do this. Everything is going to be okay.”

"How do you know that?" my dad snapped. And then, out of nowhere, my brother Russell, who’d just come home on leave from the Army, yelled at my father, "Oh, just let him go!” 

And in that instant, all tension broke.

I looked at my dad—his expression was blank.  Then I turned to my brother Russ. He nodded, like he knew exactly what I was in for. I ran to my bedroom, grabbed a big duffel bag, and threw in some clothes.  When I came back out, Dieter and Larry were already waiting at the back door.  As I walked outside, my mom came up to me with tears in her eyes, wrapped her arms around me, and told me, "You be sure to call us regularly and reverse the charges. I want to know my son is okay."

I gave her a big hug and a kiss, told her I would, and said, “Mom, please don't worry.”

Dieter was already in the car, waiting for Larry and me to get in. I noticed Larry leaning against the car, looking at my mom as she walked back inside the house.

Larry said to me, "Gosh, Deano, your mom is really a sweet lady, man."

I said, "Yeah, Larry, she really is."

We both jumped in the car, and off we went.

Now, I had one more problem: I didn't have a sleeping bag.

When I told Larry and Dieter this, Dieter just shrugged.

"No big deal," he said. "Let's go to the sporting goods store and get one."

At the store, I found the sleeping bags—and then I saw the prices. No way could I afford one. I was about to give up when Dieter smirked, grabbed a random price tag off something else, and stuck it on the bag I wanted.

"Let's try this," he said.

I hesitated, but before I could say anything, he was already at the register. The cashier barely glanced at it. Ten bucks. Just like that, we were out the door.

We hopped into Dieter's VW Bug, laughing like we'd already won the lottery. I had no idea what was ahead of us, but in that moment, all I felt was excitement.

We were finally on our way.
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Chapter 3 –  Welcome to the Butthole of America
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Our road trip started off cramped—imagine three guys, Dieter and me, both 6'3" and Larry at 6'4", all crammed into a 1965 VW Bug, and three huge duffel bags stuffed in the back—definitely a tight squeeze. We ended up taking the back seat out to fit all our stuff, and well, one of us had to sit in the back —and that was me. It was beyond tight, but I was on cloud nine, just stoked to get out of town and start the adventure. We were all grinning ear to ear, talking about all the fun and surprises this trip might bring. We had no idea what the days ahead would look like, but we were all ready to roll. 

About ten hours into the drive, I was feeling the heat—cramped, and starting to get a little claustrophobic. Dieter and Larry were chatting away, mostly about Dieter’s cousin, Françoise, who Larry had just started dating. She was a pretty blonde from Germany, and she had a bad limp from a car accident years ago as a child. Larry, being the big teddy bear he was, always made Françoise feel beautiful. 
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