





Disheartening Times in my Life
John Roche
Tech Sergeant Tenza
	This vignette is about one of the first serious lessons I learned in my adult life. I failed out of college after my freshman year and had a critical decision to make. The year 1966. The era, Viet Nam War. My two choices included getting drafted or dodging the draft. I chose the latter by signing up with the US Air Force. 
	I remember strolling down Flatbush Avenue on a mild spring afternoon to the Junction--Flatbush and Nostrand Avenues in Brooklyn, New York, where I entered the US Air Force recruiting office and inquired about becoming an airman. I won’t get into details, but those recruiting sergeants are good, promiscuously good.  After thirty minutes with my own personal recruiter, Technical Sergeant Tommy Tenza, I couldn’t wait to get to basic training. which included swimming pools, modern gymnasiums, all the women I could love, and all the draft beer I could drink at several on-base clubs. Tenza guaranteed it. 
	Four months later, I completed basic training and the Air Police Academy. The time spent at Lackland Military Training Facility near San Antonio, Texas was extremely painful and shocking to my system. No pools, no fancy gymnasiums, no beer guzzling orgies with the WAFs—Women’s Air Force. In fact, the only “luxuries” at Lackland were the infrequent breaks at the soda machines and smoke breaks. I didn’t smoke until I started basic training. It was one of the few freedoms that existed. I bought a pack of cigarettes. I wasn’t going to let the smokers get an edge on me.
During those 120 days of misery, a recurring thought went through my mind. I can’t wait to get back to Brooklyn to kick Tommy’s ass. 

The Grandfather Clause
April 1974.  Fate struck me. As a new resident of western Pennsylvania, driving near Pittsburgh International Airport, a sign caught my eye:
911 TACTICAL AIRLIFT GROUP
UNITED STATES AIR FORCE RESERVES
No way, I thought. I really hated active duty. Why would I even consider this?
I turned into the driveway. An hour later, I became one of eighteen members of the 911th Weapons System Security Flight or WSSF, entering a world that would eventually dictate my career.
Commissioned as a second lieutenant in 1978, I assumed command of the flight and my buddies—not an easy task. One of my former supervisors, M.Sgt John Stapinski, now worked for me. I often described John as the best damn staff sergeant in the Air Force. He was grandfathered to master sergeant because of time served. John had one minor flaw. He was a worthless supervisor. Inspectors always gigged the flight because of a weak link; that link was John
I eventually had a decision to make, so I had John transferred to civil engineers, where he would be harmless and finish his career. John didn’t understand that I could have terminated him. 
John did not choose the high road: he went on the attack. He went to the inspector general, making several accusations about my conduct as a commander. He then went to the group commander, stating that our monthly unit parties were nothing but slam-banging orgies with alcohol, drugs and hookers. The group commander, Col. William McQuade, who knew better, promptly dismissed him. After all, the colonel attended our socials.
Our bridge burned, John went on his way to a new career.  I went on to command the “cops” for seventeen years.

Politics in General
	This memory takes me to the beautiful Berkshire Mountains, just north of Springfield, Massachusetts. I lost my two businesses in 1987. A ship with no sails, I had no direction. Thirty-nine years old and not a damn clue where my life was headed. The Air Force Reserve supplied my only income.
	Then came the phone call. The 439th Military Airlift Wing or MAW at Westover Air Force Base was transitioning to the jumbo C5-A model transport plane. The wing needed someone to direct security during the conversion. I jumped at the temporary duty assignment, hoping there might be a full-time position at some point in the future.
	For eighteen months, I managed daily operations in law enforcement and security, air shows, exercises, and even a mission during an anti-war protest. With all of my achievements, I looked forward to getting the full-time command job.
	Several of my fellow officers, headed by the wing commander, General Frederick Walker, played a noontime racquetball game. I became a regular, giving me a chance to bond with the base leadership. Teams were randomly selected. I never played with the general and my team never lost to his. 
I attended a staff meeting in November 1988, quite possibly the most embarrassing day of my career. General Walker announced that Captain Robert Mooney from Dover, Delaware would command the security forces. I was devastated. After my performance during the previous eighteen months, command overlooked me.
	Speaking with my peers about the logic in the selection, I received one common response. “You’ve done a great job, John. But the general doesn’t like to lose at racquetball.”


Carl Gaspar
In the 1990s in western Pennsylvania, one transportation company stood out above all others: Carriage Limousine. My history of exceptional service landed me a position with Carriage as a chauffeur. The owners, Carl and Linda Gaspar, personally ensured that each car departed the garage in immaculate condition, driven by an experienced chauffeur who excelled in customer service. 
But Carl was a paradox I never figured out. Dealing with customers, he displayed amazing charm. Dealing with drivers, the man could be ruthless. 
Here are a few examples:
· As a member of the Monroeville Recreation & Parks Advisory Board in Pennsylvania, I annually oversaw the borough’s Christmas light up contest. In 1998, thinking it would be fun to drive the judges around town in a limo, I approached Carl.  Realizing the marketing opportunity, he gave me a beautiful white twelve passenger stretch, gratis. The following Saturday night, I parked my car in a spot reserved for weekday visitors. My next paycheck showed a $50.00 deduction for illegal parking.
· I cycled the MS 150 every June from 1996 until 2000, raising thousands of dollars for multiple sclerosis. In 1998, Carl graciously supported me with a check for one hundred dollars. My next check showed a deduction: this time for turning in a dirty vehicle-- something that never happened during my almost twenty years of chauffeuring. 
· Carl frequently called customers on the premise of quality control. The subject of tips always came up during the conversation. If a driver received a cash tip, Carl removed the built-in gratuity from that driver’s pay.
Cash trips became the great equalizer for me. I established “arrangements” with a few hotel doormen for additional off-the-book trips in between my assigned runs. Over the years, these little bonus jobs more than compensated for Carl’s actions.
Don’t get mad, get even.

Jerry Meandering
In 2006, I left the Air Force and transferred to the Office of Personnel Management, OPM, headquartered in an old limestone mine. The division head was a clueless manager named Jerry, who didn’t get his job because of his expertise. His job was to keep his boss off his ass.
After the director approved my first assignment, the evacuation plan, Jerry only approved four of the required six golf carts needed to transport employees with special needs. This was the first time I heard him mutter, “I am the steward of the government’s money.”
He accompanied me on an inspection tour in Texas. A quality inspection normally took two days. He cut my first inspection to three hours to lunch with his niece and another inspection to sit by the hotel pool. Jerry then cut my travel time, stating I only needed three hours to complete a visit.
I was on vacation in Hawaii. OPM had only one contractor facility in Honolulu. I offered to inspect the office in exchange for two days per diem, saving taxpayers thousands of dollars in travel expenses. He eventually performed the inspection himself over a two-week time frame.
I reserved a government vehicle for a required inspection at Fort Meade, MD. The steward caught wind of my journey and canceled the car. I was ordered to fly commercially from Pittsburgh to Baltimore. His reasoning was to save money by denying me one day per diem. The subsequent transportation expenses cost the government over $1500 than if I had driven.
I could go on about Jerry. After all, he routinely covered his ass. But none of those butts working for him. Sad part is there are thousands of Jerrys working for the government.

Mission Accomplished
No one’s life is perfect. HIS certainly was not.
HIS out-of-control years ran from 1983 to1996.
As a newly commissioned second lieutenant in the US Air Force, HE celebrated HIS promotion by getting stoned with HIS buddies while parked in the wing commander’s parking spot at the officer’s club.
HE didn’t care if folks were laughing with HIM or at HIM…as long as they were laughing. When HIS commander publicly referred to HIM as “Schitt-for-brains,” that attitude should have been dispelled. HE realized that too many of HIS peers laughed at HIM. A change in direction may have been necessary, but HE didn’t take it.
HE flew to Vegas or drove to Atlantic City in a heartbeat to play blackjack. The bankroll didn’t matter. HE was gonna conquer the world.
HE recklessly stuck HIS neck out on more than one occasion. On more than one occasion, HIS neck was almost severed.
HE had three businesses, the good, the bad, and the ugly. In the long run, it didn’t matter whether they were successful or not—HE dove in anyway and lost HIS ass.
Some called HIM a free spirit. 
HE often looks back on those thirteen years.  You know what? If HE had a chance to take a do-over, HE’d probably do it the same way. HE developed a habit of bringing disappointments upon HIMSELF. HIS life was not always easy, but HE experienced one hell of a ride.





