October 5, 2007

Hi All,

How are you? We are just starting to see daylight again and I figured that I would write you a few lines on the adventure leading up to where we are now.

Ready….. Set….. Here we go!!

This adventure started back around the end of April when I received an augmentation possibilities list from Washington. I noticed that several locations might be opened from scratch including one in Berlin New Hampshire and one here in Escanaba, Michigan. I immediately printed the list off and headed off to see Heather to discuss the possibilities. 

You see, Heather and I have been looking to re-locate to a more remote location in a more pristine area more conducive to a slower/cleaner pace of life for almost 6 years. I guess we got the fever when we went to Northern Montana up around Glacier National Park that we were destined for a change. Once bitten, twice shy……….About 5 years ago I was offered a job in Missoula Montana and another in Palmer, Alaska to run Vet Center’s for the VA. When both came up both had to be turned down because one reason or another from our kids to just not the right time in life to transition.

But after careful research and consideration and a visit to both locations last April Heather and I decided that it was time to make a change. 

While touring Escanaba we noticed that there was a large amount of indigenous wildlife all around us from day to day. Also, an abundance of clean water and air didn’t seam to hamper one’s senses one bit. So we went back to our hotel room and decided to spend the next 5 days looking for an in-expensive house for the transition. On the last day in the last hour, we visited a house with a realtor that was just being vacated by an 84 year old Swedish lady. The realtor knew this lady and asked us if we would mind looking at one more house before ending our day and this trip. We’ll Heather and I met with the owner and within 20 minutes decided through sheer exhaustion and a good feeling for the house that we would go back to the hotel and decide on what to make for an offer.

After conversing and a little Swedish dinner @ the local Swedish pantry, we decided to make an offer that was accepted that evening. The next morning we packed up and headed out with our rental car back to the Milwaukee airport to return home and tell the kids what we were attempting and readying ourselves to do. 
With this decided I now had to call in some favors with my longtime contacts in Washington DC @ central office headquarters and throw my hat into the ring for approval. While waiting for DC to approve my transfer, Heather and I spent the next 15 weeks readying our house for the market for sale pending approval of the transfer. 

While waiting and desperately working at all this liquidation and consolidation, we still had no final approval from central office. Knowing this, we still had not given our current employer’s notice to vacate, incase it all fell apart.
Now Shannon, JR and the grandson “Tristan” were starting to get antsy about this pending departure from there lives. They kept asking the obvious questions, Dad how far will you be from your grandson? How can you leave your grandson during this important growth time in his development, etc..etc..etc….ha….
It was obvious to both Heather and I that they really needed us around and we too needed and liked having our new grandson around as well. Since Heather and I assisted in Tristan’s birth we had a vested interest and shared bond with our first grandchild. We finally baited the hook and threw it out and asked Shannon and Justin if they wanted to share in this relocation and that we would assist with all transitional costs and set them up I the UP if the transfer came in approved.
We’ll who wouldn’t agree to that?! Especially knowing that the house we put a deposit on in Escanaba was really for them later on after we sell our Peoria, Arizona house and build our house in the UPer.  Heather and I had a plan that if we bought an affordable house that was in a quite residential neighborhood overlooking Lake Michigan and a golf course with playgrounds all around each blocks that it would be a perfect fit for the kids to raise their family. Three bedrooms, 2 baths, full basement (partially finished) two car garage and storage attached. And great caring neighbors what more could you want in a house that cost only $80K. That’s a mortgage payment any young person can afford even if they had to rent it from us.

Ok, so now we are in week 12 around the 1st  or 2nd  week of July, It’s 118 degrees outside and we are now completely burnt up and out still waiting on the final transfer approval from DC. Now my boss in Phoenix is as antsy as ever wanting a decision and Heather is now ready to bite the bit for the same reasons. Our realtor in Escanaba is on her last nerve as well waiting and negotiating to try to get us to close on that house. ARGH#@!! Can this get any more complicated? 1 Oh Yeah it very well can and will.
Finally on the 15th of July Heather and I decided to close on the Escanaba house despite still having no final approval; from DC but getting verbally all the assurances that the job was mine pending written authorization. So we made the move on good faith with the worst case scenario being that we would own a vacation home in a great hunting (camera) and great fishing places still left in the lower 48.

The 25th of July is when we finally received the written approval from DC and Heather and I gave notice to vacate by the weeks end to our employers.
My boss needed me to stay until the day before we packed up the trucks to leave. He was completely lost Heather’s bosses @ the CPA firm asked her for a ten year commitment to continue on as there chief accountant remotely from Esky. WOW! It’s nice to be a couple of free agents needed in the working world !!! 
Day #1 of packing the trucks for the great move
Now with the news of going forward, I quickly gathered the family and friends to get this move progressing forward. By August 3rd we had two 26 foot Penske rental trucks with a car carrier each ready to be loaded to the gills not excluding our jeep and the kids Saturn behind the trucks on the carriers. With large carrier cages big enough for great Danes and regular pet carriers/coolers and road essentials packed into each vehicle. The Jeep had the privilege of transporting 3 cats spread out in the large dog sized cage and our Tar Baby in his own separate cage. (Tar did not have front claws and is not used to the kids cats that had claws) need I say more on that subject. We would keep the A/C on for comfort and partially tranquilized for the duration of travel on the road. 
Day #2 of packing the trucks for the great move

Our first day  on the road we had planned to leave Peoria after loading two separate houses by early evening Sunday to drive to Albuquerque , New Mexico and stop @ the Residence Inn. With each stay I had reserved 2 separate rooms each night throughout the trip. So we would have some space between each family to get the relaxing rest needed for this great relocation. All good and fine with best intentions. 

Our scheduled departure was to leave Sunday morning after a refreshing night’s sleep and a good breakfast to head to Albuquerque, NM by around 10-11 am.. It would have worked because we were in-fact loaded for the most part until the last washer/dryer about midnight the night before. I looked at the wall and said, we have to paint and clean the section behind the washer/dryer before we leave because it looked like poo. I was not going to have this be a negative selling point after all the past 15 weeks of intense work we had put into this house in order to sell. So Heather and I painted the wall, caulked and cleaned the floor area. By about 3 am Monday morning went to our bedroom and passed out on the inflatable mattress on the floor.

With Tristan’s morning cries, we woke up and grabbed the last of the last and headed out of Arizona by about  4pm or so. Finally we were on our way!
Day # 1 on the road

Our first day we had planned to leave Peoria well rested and excited about this transition. The drive to Albuquerque took quite awhile. We finally arrived in Albuquerque around 5 am. Exhausted, we brought our bags and cats into the rooms for at least a few hours sleep for the next day’s trip forward.
After a rest of about 6 hours and some breakfast we were heading back on the road with our caravan. The kids missed the light around the corner and were stopped at the light out of our view. I decided that we had better pull off to the side of the road before we entered the highway so they would know which entrance to take. Remember now, that we did have 2 way walkie talkies that I had purchased prior to leaving. We’ll they didn’t have theirs on and the cell phones were not on either. While waiting on the road for the kids, a stop by the local Albuquerque motorcycle police officers (several of the new shift officers led by their sergeant) decided to harass me into moving rather than listening to my dilemma with the caravan and kids left behind to get lost. I was told to get moving!! So rather than continue this lost argument, we slowly drove onto the entrance of the highway. I had hoped that the kids would have the sense of direction and come up from behind and catch us before the next exit we had immediately to get on I-25 North to Colorado Springs.  Somehow they did. Finally we were back on the road again. The next stop, Colorado Springs, Colorado.

The next rest area a few miles ahead we stopped to talk about contingencies in-case of getting separated again. We gave the kids our second cell phone for back-up ad re-charged the radios for alternate communications later on.
We finally arrived in Colorado Springs late after midnight or so. We had driven through some of the best mountain roads and thunderstorms in quite some time through the night.

Exhausted again, we acquired our rooms and attempted to bed down for the night before at least 4 am. Let me add a short bit of knowledge to traveling in a caravan. When you are exhausted, try parking two forty something foot long vehicle and trailers in small parking lots where everyone has already parked for the night and the roads are filled to capacity. It is quite a feat to say the least. That of course was my job as leader of this pack..

Day # 2
Because the trip took more out of us than we had planned. Heather and I decided to extend out the trip. A couple of more days and hotel stops than originally planned was necessary for our survival as a family. We did this when we  woke up the next morning.. Apparently these relatively new vehicles could not move faster up the mountain roads as safely as one would think at 60 mph. So I spearheaded this caravan @ about 55 MPH for a more relaxed trip for all. Great scenery, but long drives. Also, trying to keep all moral up while on the road is quite a challenge believe me.

Day # 3
Now we are heading out after a few more hours of well deserved sleep and a meal for our next destination. North Platte, Nebraska. The road is ever so long but straighter and more on the level side. And no more mountain roads. Hurray!! We can enjoy a faster pace now. Yeah Right . Everybody is tired an sick of driving. Complaining and getting on each other’s nerves. The baby is in desperate need of a long stretch and run. The cat’s  are ready to break out as well as all the kids ready to mutiny. Why oh why did we do this?!!! ARGH@#! If this was just Heather and I it would be another adventure. We have traveled well during our years together. My responsibility as trail boss/financier and all around Dad super ceded all complaints. But, because we extended this out, we now only had to reach a short destination this day. We arrived in a few short hours. Unpacked and rested walked around, did laundry ate a couple of meals, swam and slept several times in the 24 hour respite I had created to see us through this long and tedious adventure.

Day # 4
Rest

Now I must mention some of the nuances and finesse things necessary to get pets into a hotel. Sometimes you just carry them into the room as luggage in their crate carrier when pets are allowed. But as we learned that there is an assessed charge in most hotels now-a-days of anywhere from $100.00 to $250. per room times two. So, to be creative in transporting our second children (cats) we had to be inventive to say the least. One night I had observed that Jacob had his backpack on his back trying to look normal while sharing the elevator up to the 6th floor with other guest. I noticed that his backpack was moving. At first I just thought I was seeing things because of too much time on the road  Nope,  finally I saw a little head pop out and there was one of the cats being smuggled in. How creative of Jake until the cat got out of the bag literally. Ha. Hoping no-one would report us, we dashed off  weaving and bobbing through the halls in order to elude the other guest until we were sure to get into our rooms without being seen with the cats.
Day # 5
Off to Lincoln, Nebraska only several hours on the road more like 8 hrs. But not bad after the extra day’s rest we all had. Ok, so I thought. 
Just as we all were about to go to sleep the alarms were going off and it was a tornado!!!!!!!!!!!! ARGHH@#!!!! It figures right?! You could see it out our window up the road about 5 miles away and heading just north of us Thank God!! It was about a mile wide and ugly. But we got though that night a bit weathered but unscratched.

Day # 6
Davenport, Iowa

Nice drive until a tractor trailer decided to hit the concrete median and block /detour us to another route. But only a 6 hour delay, what the hay…..We made it to Davenport the last stop on this adventure of stops. We slept, ate, rested and readied ourselves for the last haul of this trip to our new home.
Day # 7
Left Davenport, IA heading though the rest of Iowa then up into Cheese head country. Wisconsin USA! Bad roads, nice people, good food, great milk and Lambeau Field in Green Bay. And oh Yeah Don’t Ya Know, the beginning of great kids clothes Oshkosh. That’s about all I have to say about that state. 

Finally, with almost all the road behind us, and the animals: bear,eagles,wolves/deer/skunks/raccoons/fox/weasels/rabbits,etc…we started to see signs saying Escanaba, Michigan 55 miles at about 2 am. We arrived at our new house by 3 am. Upon arrival we had our re-fridgerator filled with a few necessities and drinks. The counter had fresh baked brownies and a bottle of wine with flowers from our realtor and next door neighbors. I really thought that was a nice touch coming from a city of over 5 million people to a community of about less than 10 thousand.  Quietly we unpacked our cars and sleeping bags and fell on the floors each picking a room to fall in and slept the rest of the night away.

Day # 8
After a quiet nights sleep. And I mean quiet! The neighborhood that night, and ever since arriving, every night has been as quiet as I have ever heard. You could hear a pin drop!

I called the realtor and asked if she knew any high school kids that wanted to make some money helping unload our trucks. She did, and sent over 2 tall high school seniors and they spent the next 2 days unloading with our help. We finally placed things in somewhat a place of recognition for the moment and rested for a few hours. I took the family out to a small town restaurant called the Swedish Pantry for a brunch. We had some of the best French toast ever! And the milk here has not been tasted since New England! What a treat. After brunch we drove a quarter mile to the marina and the lake Michigan shore. I just had to show the kids why we chose this area to live. You see, the drive from Green Bay WI to Escanaba MI and the Upper Peninsula was all through the moonless night. So the kids had no clue as to how large and close we were to Lake Michigan. They were flabbergasted  and excited to say the least.
Day# 9 through Day # 30
Though exhausted and emotionally bankrupt, we pulled together and put one house in-order for all of us to share until other arrangements could be made. Next we got Heather up and running in her office because she had to be working ASAP. Computer wireless installs, satellite communications and phone lines added, the works. Next was to get my new location (office) completed on the build-out and get that lease signed and building furnished. Next was to get the kids their own apartment and Justin a job. Then the official open house with senator’s, congressmen,  DC personnel and dignitaries of all veteran service agencies and federal agencies attending along with local media.
The kids are now exactly 2 miles up the road in a very nice 2 bedroom apartment that is only 2 years old. It is a townhouse upstairs/downstairs. Both bedrooms upstairs with small kitchen, dining room and living room attached. All energy efficient. Nice place. Outside their slider rear door is the back yard. In the back yard they have a large field that leads to the forest. Every morning they see deer and or large 20+ lb wild turkeys in groups of 5 to seven each day. Neat ! Lot’s of wild life up here. It reminds me of Glacier in Montana, Alaska and or extreme northern New England when I was a kid. 

Justin has a couple of prospects for full time work and is currently working a couple of part-time jobs locally.
 Jacob is finishing his high school senior year as an Eskimo (mascot) @ Escanaba High. He was worried that he would not have enough credits to complete his final year here that were transferable. Come to find out he only needed 8 credits to graduate. Meaning he only has 2 required courses to take. So because idol hands are not my cup of tea, We convinced Jake to enroll in cad (computer aided design) and He is on the home builder’s team. They build a community house (4,000 sq. ft.) every 2 years to sell on the market for the school shop class. He loving it. He walks to school . It is only a half mile up the road.
Shannon and Tristan absolutely love the great outdoors again! Lot’s of room for a growing child to run,. Plenty of plays capes (slides and swings, etc..) to play and lots of clean fresh air to breathe. And of course, the beach on the big lake they call Gitcheegoomie  (Michigan). No regrets yet…………. Although Shannon did just loose one of her cats. He just ran out to the cat haven of birds and has not been seen since. If I were a cat I would come back for a while either. Pheasant, birds of all sorts and wild turkey and mice and weasels or my.
 Day # 31 to present October 5th, 2007
Heather and I drove for 8 hours last Saturday to Christmas Michigan just north. We ran our first foliage run in about what seems like an eternity to catch the seasonal colors. How fantastic that was. It was like a Rembrandt painting. Magnificent! We even chased a porcupine around a tree for a few minutes. How neat ! We saw a couple of water falls and small lakes within the Hiawatha national forest and ate a fish dinner of fresh lake perch that would rival any fish house.
 And now, as I sit behind my desk. I am starting to get a sense of a little normalcy. And I have an office that almost works proficiently. I still have no fax and I have lots to do to get this place running close to a normal center. But what the hay, I’ve only just arrived right ?! or Eh as they say here…..
Already, the Great Pumpkin and hay set-ups are dotting the entrances of the little house here for the Halloween season. 
We are beginning to settle in and stop for a few minutes to smell the season of change. And we are loving it without regrets. Although, I do regret leaving my boat in a Mesa, Arizona (storage) until next spring. Oh well, I’ll have to fish off the docks and shore until then.  And maybe an ice shanty this winter as well. 
I hope all is well for you and yours

Be well 

Mike & 

Heather, Jake  cat (Tar Baby) & Family ( Shannon, Justine, Baby Tristan)  & cats ( George, Punky & lost but probably will return when it gets colder… Squeeker)
