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A novel by
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~~~~~
September 20, 1975
Suspend Cat One! SUSPEND CAT ONE!! The Air Boss screamed the words into the microphone.
It was thirty seconds before three in the morning. Thirty seconds before the last launch of the night. The Boss was tired. Everyone on the flight deck was tired. They didn’t need a problem like this.
But they had the problem and the Boss would have to deal with it. He didn’t know why the airplane had to be stopped. None of his people on the deck had seen anything wrong. But the squadron skipper had called the boss. The message was, ‘stop that goddamn kid from launching!’ His voice was convincing enough.
The dark gray monolith of a ship surged ahead without wavering, unstoppable in the night. Everything remained as it should have been on the flight deck. The catapult officer still signaled the young pilot to prepare for launch, and still waited for the airplane’s external lights to flip on, signaling that the pilot was ready.
The pilot, after hearing the Air Boss’s angry words over his radio, slumped in the ejection seat, the energy draining from his body. He was caught. No chance for escape.
He thought about the girl. It was insane. He was in his airplane, its engine roaring at full throttle on the starboard bow catapult of a mighty aircraft carrier of the United States of America, and she was still right there! Still waiting for the slightest break in his thoughts so she could slip into his head.
He saw her long, golden hair shimmering around an impish, ‘catch me if you can’ smile. “I thought I had caught you,” he exhaled sadly. Without her, his life would have been featureless and poor. And without her, he would never have known what being lost in someone really meant. He was still lost in her.
The young pilot forced his thoughts into the present. Where are they? The Master-at- Arms troops, or maybe the Marines, should be surrounding the airplane by now. They have me. I can’t go anywhere unless the shooter gives the signal.
“The shooter!”
He was still there, twirling the lighted wand above his head. The silent signal said, “The cat is ready. Show your lights when you are too.”
“What’s he doing? Didn’t he hear the Boss’s call?”
Slowly, very slowly, the pilot put it together. He had heard the suspend call, which meant that it had been delivered over the circuit reserved for the airplanes. And that meant that the cat officer didn’t hear it. He was wired into another, separate radio system.
“The Boss called on the wrong radio!” the pilot fairly shouted into his oxygen mask. “And the shooter is still trying to launch me!”
The catapult officer was becoming rather impatient, and a little concerned. The pilot had been running at full power for over thirty seconds, now. Something was wrong. But just then the airplane’s external lights winked on. The recalcitrant pilot was finally ready to go.
What the hell took him so long? It wasn’t really a question. The catapult officer pushed his frustration aside. The first airplane would launch half a minute late, but the captain would get over it. Still satisfied that everything was ready, he pointed the wand toward the bow and touched it to the deck with a flourish.
The Boss’s voiced stabbed into his ears just as the shooter touched the deck, almost causing him to fall on his face. “SUSPEND CAT ONE!” he shouted, this time into the correct microphone. The shooter, startled and off balance, frantically fumbled for the switch on the wand in his other hand and, once it was illuminated, crashed the two wands together in the shape of an “X”, the signal to his crew to stop the shot.
But it was too late. The deck edge operator, after having made an exaggerated display of looking up and down the cat track to see that it was clear, pushed the button. The A-7 bobbled once as the steam power slammed into the airframe, and then was hauled down the track and thrown into the air. The howl of its intake, too long present at the start of the track, was replaced with the crackling roar of its exhaust, which was in turn replaced by the confused din of the flight deck as the A-7 disappeared into the night. The catapult officer and deck edge operator stared at each other through the space vacated by the airplane, now replaced with wispy clouds of steam rushing aft. An awful question formed in each of their minds: “Did we fuck up?”
~~~~~
In a bunkroom on the O-2 level – just below the flight deck – the visitor jumped awake as the catapult slammed into the water brake at the end of the stroke. He had been on the ship only half a day; and was not yet accustomed to the sudden, sharp reports from the flight deck just a few feet above his head. At the same time, he had the sense that he would get used to it. He would be able to do everything he needed to – even sleep – despite the frenzied activity going on around him. Catapult launches would become just another part of a routine day.
But there was something not routine about this launch. Something inside Stan that told him that the noise he heard was different; important. He listened as the same catapult hurled the next airplane into the sky. The sound was the same. Identical.
“It’s nothing,” he mumbled to himself as he slapped the pillow softly and settled his head into a comfortable position. He was very tired; still a long way from being his old self. “I have plenty of time to find the man, he’s not going anywhere.”
~~~~~
The pilot’s heart tried to pound its way from his chest, a not too unfamiliar feeling for him in his three years as a Navy pilot. But this time it wasn’t the rush of adrenaline from a harrowing near miss with another airplane or with the ground. This time his heart pounded with the excitement, and death-like sadness that came with the first truly criminal act in his life. He had stolen an airplane. He raced away from the ship, trying to collect his thoughts.
“What do I do now?” Unable to think clearly, he let himself relax just a little. And there she was again. He didn’t resist.
They stood together after midnight on the deserted beach next to Ft. Pickens National Park. It was almost three years ago. They were only friends. It was impossible to be more, yet it was happening. Now, with a sardonic smile he remembered the lesson she taught him the most forcefully, the precept that makes the world revolve; that the woman is in control of love and affairs of the heart.
“Was it really control?” he asked himself in a whisper. “Maybe she didn’t know what she was doing. Maybe she feels just as helpless as me.”
He gave the dream a few more moments. What did it matter? He was on his way. None of it mattered, now.
~~~~~
The captain sat in his plush leather chair on the bridge. It offered him no comfort. Standing next to the chair was the air wing commander - CAG, and the crazed pilot’s squadron skipper.
The captain said, “I tend to agree with you, CAG. We don’t know what this kid is up to. He could come charging back at the ship and try to go out in a blaze of glory.”
The air wing commander was agitated, his body language clearly suggesting aggressive action. The skipper’s impassive face gave no view to his feelings.
The old man hesitated as the two other officers stood expectantly in the near darkness of the ship’s bridge, the noise of the flight deck far below them and muffled by the bullet-proof glass. He sent the two officers away with specific instructions for each of them. Then, alone in the isolation only known by men in command, he let himself drift away. He already had the blood of four men on his hands. One more wouldn’t matter. We’ll have to shoot the poor bastard down.
September 3, 1972
The four young men stood stock still in their room. The room was spotless and orderly to a fault. The men were spotless and orderly, too, if it weren’t for the little rivulets of sweat that discolored their otherwise perfect clothing. They were dressed identically in starched khaki summer uniforms with shiny brass belt buckles and painstakingly polished black leather shoes. These were US Navy uniforms in a pre-metamorphosis state. They were lacking any of the customary decorations that would tell the observer the rank and accomplishments of the wearer. They had none. The collars were devoid of rank insignia and the shirts; blouses, in naval terms, were plain except for a black name tag with white letters placed one quarter inch above each man’s right breast pocket. One of the nametags in the room spelled the word Jumper.
Paul Jumper was the smallest man in the room and right at that moment he couldn’t have felt smaller. He wasn’t terribly short. Just a little below average height at five foot eight. But he was very slim and weighed barely 130 pounds. He had a slim, pleasant face. Not notably handsome, but good-looking in an interesting way. His jaw was strong but not prominent. His nose was just a little large for his face, but set between finely sculpted cheeks that wore a healthy trace of sunburn. His slate blue eyes were clear and intelligent, yet distant, distracted by the vision of an impending, unknown wonder. He could smile a rich, warm smile with his eyes and never move his mouth and he could raise one eyebrow by itself and ask a searching question without saying a word.
His five-week career in the Navy had turned almost every ounce of his weight that wasn’t bone into muscle. He wasn’t an imposing physical specimen on first inspection, but a closer look showed that he possessed the strength and poise of an athlete. It was a poise that Paul himself did not fully recognize.
Paul was twenty-two, and women or flying normally dominated his thoughts and conversation. But today there was one thing alone commanding his attention. Fear.
Nothing was happening, yet, in the room. But ominous noises were drifting down the corridore, belying the pandemonium in the other rooms. During the past twenty minutes the yelling, crashing, and slamming noises had steadily grown from a muffled din where words were not intelligible, to a crescendo of sharp reports where phrases could be discerned. They were not pleasant phrases.
Punctuating the swelling symphony of terror was the muted staccato of leather-soled shoes against the concrete floor of the hallway. Every half-minute the men in the room caught a glimpse of one of their classmates as he flashed by their doorway. The sound of running steps would cease at the end of the hallway, replaced by heavy, rhythmic breathing. After a bit, the running sounds would start again, in the opposite direction.
“What’s he doing?” the four men asked without saying a word. The running man was a humorous side act in a tragic play. No one was laughing.
Room, Locker, and Personnel Inspection. Those were the innocuous words on the weekly schedule. The members of Aviation Officer Candidate School Class 72-13 conjured up collective visions of a thorough and professional scrutiny of their abilities to dress themselves and arrange their rooms in the prescribed military fashion. They had a diagram that showed them how to arrange all their gear. It wasn’t very complicated. They wouldn’t have much trouble putting everything in place and cleaning their rifles, shoes, and belt buckles. What could be so hard about this inspection?
A few weeks before, none of them had ever given a second thought to the luster of a belt buckle. As new reports, unfamiliar with the AOCS curriculum, they believed that academic performance and a strong work ethic were far more important in this, the preparatory phase of Navy flight training. It seemed that the RLP tested them on the most menial aspects of life. The test couldn’t be too hard.
They had been told that passing the RLP inspection was a prerequisite for gaining the freedom to leave the Naval Air Station for the first time since their arrival over a month before, so they were eager to do well. They had no idea how difficult attaining that freedom would be.
Each man in Room 213 was standing at attention one half pace in front of the right; make that starboard, edge of their clothing locker. Closest to Paul was Aviation Officer Candidate Benjamin D Swift. Because of his unlucky position near the doorway, Ben was the room leader. Ben hadn’t yet given much thought to leadership in general, or to being a room leader in particular, but he’d mentally reviewed his duties for today. When the inspecting officer entered the room, Ben would loudly announce: “Room, lockers, and personnel ready for inspection, sir!” Ben slowly turned the required sentence over and over in his head. The excessive repetition and his growing nervousness almost guaranteed it to be misspoken.
They’re going to calm down by the time they get here, he prayed. An inspection should be a calm and orderly business. How can they accurately appraise us if they yell at us? He was willing the behavior of the inspecting officers to conform to his own concept of an RLP. Despite the gathering calamity that was now much closer to his room, Benjamin clung to the ludicrous idea that when the inspectors got to their doorway, the occupants of Room 213 would be treated to a respectful examination of themselves, their meager belongings, and the government furnished room in which they lived.
Benjamin’s hopeful reverie was shattered as the visual-vocal human cataclysm of Gunnery Sergeant Smith crashed into the room. Gunny Smith held Aviation Officer Candidate Swift with a gaze that was at once angry, contemptuous, and as cold as the Arctic. For a long moment Ben was speechless. Before him he saw coal black eyes, ebony skin, and nostrils flaring with barely contained anger. His uniform so impeccably tailored, so perfectly outfitted with shiny insignia and bright ribbons that the Gunnery Sergeant was, at that moment, as imposing as God himself.
Suddenly Ben became vaguely aware that the Gunny was waiting for something. Deep in his gut, he felt the sentence trying to organize itself and fight its way up to his mouth. His brain was issuing commands to his memory, to his language faculties, to his lungs, to his mouth. In its panic the brain was not too careful about the sequence of those commands and Benjamin felt his mouth start moving before the words arrived. When they did they were all wrong.
“Room two thirteen ready for personnel…,” he started to say.
“Shut the fuck up, Candidate!” bellowed the Gunny. “No more fucking noise from you! I come down here to see if I can find one lousy room that’s ready for the Lieutenant to inspect, and what do I get? The silent treatment, followed by useless gibberish!”
The Gunny made a half turn in a mock survey of the room. Benjamin took his first breath since his last word. He was astonished at the ferocity of the outburst and the raw eloquence of the Gunny’s speech. He was relieved that the speaker’s attention was now directed to the entire room, not just its leader.
The Gunny continued: “This place is a fucking pig sty!” He strode across the room, still bellowing. “Your mamas musta’ been pigs! I got a room full of sows’ bastards smelling up a US government facility!”
He produced a white handkerchief from what seemed like nowhere and slid it across the top of the armoire-like clothing locker behind Pete Jeter. No one was really surprised to see a dull gray swipe of dust staining the white cloth, but the Gunny was outraged at the sight of it.
“What is this, candidate?” he yelled.
Pete instinctively moved his head and eyes downward toward the handkerchief, instantly realizing his mistake. Gunnery Sergeant Smith lunged toward Jeter with a mere bend of his waist. No contact was made, but Pete felt as though he’d been physically knocked backward. He rocked back slightly on his heels as the Gunny began shouting again.
“You are at attention, candidate. Do you know what attention is, candidate?” Then in a lower voice, “I think I know why you can’t stand at attention. You’re off balance with this soft gut hanging out in front of you.”
Pete did have a bit of a belly. It was just the way he was built, an inheritance from his mother. His waistline had improved in the past few weeks, but the belly was still there, and it was not ready for the sharp, short punch from the Gunny’s mahogany fist. Pete exhaled sharply, more from shock than the blow. He fought to maintain his balance while the rest of the young men struggled to absorb what had just happened. So little motion had occurred that it seemed that Jeter had gasped without reason. But something had happened. Something had charged the room with a kind of angry energy the four candidates had never before felt.
I didn’t think they could hit us! Paul thought as his knees began to shake. The fear welling up in him was getting difficult to control. He was on the verge of shouting out, “Sir! I want to drop on request”. It wasn’t the first time he’d considered it in the last five weeks. And the other three were each asking themselves the same question; Should I DOR?
The moment was interrupted by the voice of the inspecting officer, who magically appeared at the door of Room 213 at the precise instant necessary to save the careers of four young men.
“What d’ya find in here Gunny, some more girls pretending to be candidates?” Lieutenant Robert Overhouse asked, in a deliberate, sarcastic voice. Was it fun exerting your omnipotence over these pitiful recruits? Did it relieve any of that frustration over not being allowed to kill anyone around here?
LT. Overhouse was the Class Officer of Aviation Officer Candidate Class 72-13, a position he did not particularly relish. He still carried some bitterness over his assignment to Aviation Schools Command, a non-flying job, after his first tour of duty in the fleet. His bitterness was tempered only slightly by the knowledge that he hadn’t been a very good officer in his first squadron and he got the set of shore-duty orders he deserved.
There were some rewards hidden within the otherwise thankless job. The hours were regular and not too long. He could work out in the gym every day while on the job, and he was, after all, living in one of the bachelor paradises of North America; Pensacola Beach, Florida.
But he saw no honor in his role in the military training of the young men in his charge. Quite the opposite; he took almost sadistic pleasure in the transformation forced on the cocky college graduates when they arrived at the Pensacola Naval Air Station to begin their naval career. After relieving them of all cranial and facial hair, treating them to their first performance by a Marine drill instructor, and dressing them in surplus green coveralls, the Navy reduced these intelligent, virile individuals to an amorphous mob of frightened boys.
Most of the class officers marveled at how young and hopeless the new candidates looked. The new candidates’ nicknamed “Poopies”. They wore Poopy Suits and lived in Poopyville for the first ten days of their new lives. For Robert the name Poopy was too good for them. They were maggots. Constant reminders of the lowly job assigned to him.
Still, he felt some enjoyment in watching them slowly regain their confidence and for the most part blossom into better men than they would have been had they never been Poopies. He even occasionally encountered a candidate that he liked. Paul Jumper was one of these.
Robert Overhouse had waited outside the door to room 213 to allow the pre-rehearsed tirade of Gunny Smith a chance to work its magic on the room’s occupants. The act had barely begun when he heard the slap of the Gunny’s fist against the soft, unprepared flesh of Jeter’s belly. He had stepped into the doorway in time to stop any further escalation by the Gunny, and just in time to stop any of the other three men from throwing in the towel. Now, with the situation defused, he waited for Smith to speak.
“Don’t even bother Lieutenant. They’re not worth your time.” The Gunny fumed inside as his cherished chaos was dissolved by the early arrival of the Lieutenant, but he quickly fell into the easy histrionics needed to help break the candidates down.
It wasn’t great system. It caused much higher attrition than anyone should have accepted, but the Gunny didn’t care. The method was to break the candidates down, time after time after time. Then, each time, giving them just a little space to build themselves back up. A small percentage of them would respond well to this curriculum. Some would make it through even though they rebelled against it inwardly. Almost half would quit before ever settling into a cockpit, their desire to fly overpowered by an inability to fathom the relationship between a highly polished pair of shoes and flying a jet.
“Worth it or not, I’ve got to give them a look”, Overhouse said. The Lieutenant strode into the room with the slightest hint of a swagger. He turned so as to face Ben, about two feet in front of him.
“Well, candidate, let’s take a look at you.”
Ben summoned every ounce of concentration he had and looked straight ahead. He imagined he could see a spot on the wall opposite him, ignoring the fact that the Lieutenant’s throat was in the way. He stared with a relaxed face at this phantom spot. He didn’t want to squint, or wrinkle his brow, or in any way show that there was any effort involved in maintaining the straight-ahead gaze of a man at attention. His heart was pounding, confused. He was in the next act of a play before the previous one was really over.
The Lieutenant moved his eyes over Ben, adjusting his body position slightly to give an adequate view. There was so little to an Aviation Officer Candidate’s uniform that the inspection was ludicrous in its simplicity. The candidate had to be able to pin his nametag onto the right spot, and align the front overlap of his shirt with the overlap of the trouser fly. The right edge of the brass belt buckle had to be part of the same gig line. Overhouse looked at the word Swift on the nametag and knew that Ben’s name would ultimately yield to the inevitable call sign of ‘Notso’. He suppressed a smile as he searched for the uniform infraction that would get the ball rolling in their plan for Swift.
There was a plan for each man in the room, a pre-destined outcome to each of their inspections that would allow the right kind of pressure to be brought to bear on the candidate. The enlisted Marine sergeants and the Naval Officers assigned to the class caucused frequently about the progress of each candidate. They had already developed a reasonable sense of the capabilities of each man. They roughly categorized each as a ‘loser’, ‘winner’, or a ‘maybe’. No matter their category, the treatment for each candidate was the same; make their lives miserable. The system wasn’t efficient or fair, and it was not complicated, either. The only consideration the class officers had to wrestle with was how to best deliver the hardship.
For Benjamin Swift, the choice had been easy. To the Lieutenant and the Gunny, Swift was a ‘maybe’ and his eyes held the key to their technique. Benjamin showed them with his eyes that he had difficulty with the concept that flying a Navy jet had anything at all to do with being able to fieldstrip an M-1 rifle or being able to recite the names and titles of the entire US Navy chain of command from himself to the President. Ben always had the look that asked, “Could someone please tell me when this nonsense will stop and the flying instruction will begin?” The Lieutenant and the Gunny were planning to make Ben think the nonsense would never end.
His eyes stopped at Ben’s belt buckle. Ben couldn’t see what the Lieutenant was looking at but he was determined to not make Jeter’s mistake. He could sense that Overhouse had stopped inspecting and was now staring. The dread started forming in his stomach, along with a feeling of guilt over some missed detail on his uniform.
“This brass is crap. Are you girls hiding a dog in your room? ‘Cause your pooch has shit all over your buckle, Swift. Look at this, candidate!” The Lieutenant was getting agitated now but even in the face of the command to look, Ben kept his gaze straight ahead, unaffected.
Overhouse was impressed but didn’t let it affect his performance. “Okay, you don’t want to look. I’ll show you.” With fluid motions of his thumb and fingers, Overhouse unlatched the buckle and, grasping it in his fist, gave a sideways sweep that removed the belt from Ben’s waist with a slap. The brass piece, now thoroughly smudged with Overhouse’s fingerprints, was indeed a disgusting example of military equipment.
“Do you see this dog shit, Swift?” The buckle was a few inches from Ben’s nose. He was looking at the buckle and the Lieutenant’s hand, seeing nothing.
“Yes, sir!”
“You don’t know the first thing about cleaning brass do you, candidate?”
“No, sir!”
“And what is this rope attached to your belt?” A thread was unraveling from the end of the woven cotton belt. The thread was almost a quarter of an inch long. “A veritable Irish pennant. A Singapore snake. This belt is in total disarray.” The belt and buckle hit the wall and clattered to the floor.
The Lieutenant was looking at Ben’s trousers waist. On several of the belt loops a small length of thread was protruding from the stitching that held the loops in place. “Irish pennants everywhere here. Candidate, you got a frigging flag parade running around you.” Overhouse took a step back and allowed himself a glance at Swift’s face. Good. He’s got no idea what I’m talking about. Time to move on. Don’t let him get his balance. He was cool, friendly. “Candidate…..” Smiling now, but only with his mouth. “…drop down to the front leaning rest position.”
“Yes, sir!” Ben was on the floor, supporting himself with his toes and hands. Arms and back straight. The ‘front leaning rest position’ was the starting point for push-ups. It was anything but restful.
“Gunny, could you come over here and supervise this candidate for a few minutes?”
“Yes, sir. I’d be happy to. Anything special you need him to do?” Ben gave a terrified look to the smooth concrete in front of his face. “Naw, I just want him out of my way while I check over his locker. But if he starts to get too tense down there, you could relax him a bit by letting him do a few push-ups.” Ben’s terror moved to a dark sense of dread. He thought, It’s going to be a long morning.
The Lieutenant rifled through the clothing drawers of the locker, delivering a long, loud list of infractions to Swift. Ben couldn’t get most of it, however, because the Gunny had started him into an endless sequence of push-ups, yelling at him if his back swayed or he didn’t take one all the way to the floor. Rolled-up socks and skivvies were flying across the room, coming to rest in improbable locations, odd angles. Ben was near collapse. After fifty-three push-ups, he was down, but not coming up. He had been here before, on number fifty-two. The Gunny’s vicious yelling had empowered his trembling arms to raise him one more time, but it would not happen this time.
“Come on Gunny, forget that baby. He’ll never be a Navy pilot. He can’t even fold his diapers yet.” The Lieutenant stepped over a crumpled tee shirt on his way to Paul. Ben, dazed, his arms quivering, drew himself up to stand in front of his locker. Flying seemed further away now than it did when he started this crazy program. He allowed himself to drift down a broad green path in his mind, knowing Overhouse and Smith had moved on and wouldn’t notice. I could be a pilot without being a Navy pilot. There’s bound to be another way. A different part of his mind answered, You’d be a quitter, and you’d never be as good. You’d always wonder if you could’ve done it and you’d never know. It would haunt you till you die. Ben let it drop. The heat was off him now. He didn’t have to decide anything yet.
The plan for Paul was to pile up the abuse to see how much he could carry. They liked him, after all. Their assessment of Paul was, incredibly, flawless. He was a winner, but not yet aware of it. They had correctly guessed that he was capable, physically, of much more than he thought. He was also a leader unaware that people were naturally following. They had watched the way the rest of the class interacted with him. He didn’t push an idea on anyone; he didn’t think anyone would want to hear. But the others took his reserve for quiet confidence, something most didn’t feel in the situation, and were drawn to him for advice and encouragement.
Today, the Lieutenant had decided, nothing would go right for Paul. He would, with the Gunny’s help, dismantle everything Jumper had worked to assemble. The aftermath of this inspection would leave the candidate with a huge amount of work to do to bring him back to the level of preparedness at which he now stood. And he would be expected to be beyond that level by the time of the next inspection. Paul’s life was to become very busy.
Paul was remarkably well prepared for the inspection. His uniform was crisp and the brass and shoes were gleaming. Since there were few flaws in the presentation of AOC Jumper, the Lieutenant had to create some to get the ball rolling. The belt buckle was smudged like Ben’s. Overhouse ‘accidentally’ stepped on the toe of Paul’s left shoe, gouging the leather. Paul would have to learn how to fill the gouge with scores of layers of polish, and learn how to rub the leather for hours to make the surface smooth again.
To ensure that Paul had a physical memory of the day, the Lieutenant found a reason for him to hold his M-1 rifle at arm’s length in front of him. With his arms stretched straight out from his shoulders, Jumper soon felt his shoulders and elbows burning with rapidly increasing pain. In a few minutes the feeling began leaving his hands and then his forearms. A few minutes more and his arms no longer felt any pain. Red glowing knives were embedded in his shoulders, but his arms felt detached, throbbing slightly and with tingling skin. He watched, a spectator, as his arms sagged, and he involuntarily bent his elbows slightly. The Gunny was yelling something at him, but it didn’t matter. He didn’t need the threats from the Gunny to motivate him to hold the rifle up. He would hold it up, because he had been told to do so, until his arms failed.
When his arms did fail, the Gunny was there to take the rifle from Paul. “Lieutenant, mind if I take a look at Jumper’s weapon?”
“Please, be my guest. I’m a little busy inspecting the hospital corners on his bunk.” Overhouse was ripping the blanket and sheets from the bed behind Paul and doing his best to hurl them through the open door of the room into the corridor. The bed had been made up perfectly.
Paul’s arms hung at his side at what he hoped was the correct position of attention. He couldn’t tell because he couldn’t feel them and, of course, he could not look at them to check. Gradually the blood flow, cut off at the shoulders from the strain of the task, returned, bringing with it an awareness of the torn muscle tissue and a savage attack of prickly skin. His arms throbbed at a hot, rapid beat and his hands felt swollen to twice their size. Paul’s chest heaved mightily as he breathed as deeply and rapidly as his nose would allow. Still reeling from the exertion, he watched as the Gunny carried his rifle to the sunlight streaming through the Venetian blinds. Smith had the breech open and was peering into it as he angled the weapon for the best illumination.
“Looks like their brass-shitting dog used this M-1 for a toilet, too, Lieutenant.”
The Lieutenant gave Smith a sidelong glance as he angled his way from Jumper’s area toward Logan, the fourth man in the room. The Lieutenant allowed himself a brief feeling of amusement as he watched the Gunny improvise. Smith had raised the blinds and was opening the window. Paul watched out of the corner of his eye as the Gunny dismantled his weapon and tossed each piece out the window. The smaller parts lay strewn about the sandy flowerbeds and the thick St. Augustine grass. The barrel protruded from the sand at an odd angle for a moment before falling to rest in the low periwinkles. The walnut stock clattered onto the sidewalk gaining the momentary attention of a passerby in the next block.
“I couldn’t stand that sewer smell inside the building,” explained the Gunny, looking at Paul. Then, as if what he had just done was a normal inspection routine, Smith moved on to readdress Jeter.
Overhouse liked the gun-through-the-window act; it had not been planned, but flowed perfectly with the rehearsed parts of the play. He was a little uncomfortable now with the Gunny back in front of Jeter and decided to improvise a little on his own. Approaching Logan, he stopped short and screwed his face into a look of pained disgust. “I can’t even do this, candidate. Give me a thousand four-count jumping jacks! Ready; begin!” Steve hesitated for a count, and then started into the exercise. He couldn’t believe his luck. Jumping jacks were the easiest calisthenics exercise to do. He had, however, never done a thousand of them.
After four repetitions of the routine, the Lieutenant bellowed, “I can’t hear you candidate! Sound off!”
Logan, who had not wanted to be disruptive, began chanting, “One, two, three, ONE! One, two, three, TWO! One, two, three, THREE…”
Having set this bit of chaos in motion, the Lieutenant walked back toward Paul, glancing quickly at Smith and Jeter. Smith was hesitating, wondering now what the Lieutenant was up to.
“Gunny, why don’t we get Jumper to lead Jeter through a set of roaring twenties? Jumper’s bored and the fat-body could use the work.”
“Sounds fine to me, Lieutenant.” The Gunny collected his thoughts for a moment, realizing he’d been redirected. Then, “Out in the passageway, you two! And Jumper, you’re not done till the fat-body’s done!”
The two candidates bolted from the room. They didn’t know yet what a roaring twenty was, but they were the happiest they had been so far this morning.
They sprinted to the end of the hall where the classmate they had seen earlier flying by their doorway was struggling through his tenth push up. Dropping down next to him, Paul whispered, “What’s a roaring twenty?”
Between labored breaths their friend said, “Do one push up here…run down to the other end and do another one….” He struggled to do another push up, then, “Run back up here and do two; back down there and do two more….” He caught his breath again. “Keep going till you’re doing twenty at each end. Then you’re done.” He forced out number twelve, pulled himself to his feet, and lumbered wearily 80 yards down the hall for his next set of push-ups.
“This won’t be bad, and we’re out of that stinking room!” Paul whispered. The two men whipped out a quick one and ran for the other end of the hall. They hadn’t done the math yet to know that they were starting a two-mile run punctuated with 440 push-ups.
In room 213, Overhouse and Smith were rapidly emptying the contents of Jeter’s and Logan’s lockers and turning their mattresses on edge next to the bunks. When they were finished, they looked around the room for a few seconds. Satisfied that they had left enough work for the four candidates, they turned on their heels and strode out of the room. Gunnery Sergeant Smith led the way to the next room.
Benjamin remained at attention in front of his locker. His body sagged involuntarily in relief, but he kept his gaze straight ahead, staring at the opposite wall.
Logan said, “One, two, three, NINETY-EIGHT! One, two, three, NINETY-NINE! One, two, three…”
Lacking any other guidance, the two men saw no reason to change anything they were doing.
The highway ahead consisted of a pair of low, two-lane bridges stretching for several miles across the brown, choppy water of Mobile Bay. Froth-tipped waves lapped a scant three feet below the concrete spans, whipped up by the gulf wind. The car had no air conditioning and the driver had all the windows rolled down. The hot, humid air swirled into the car, buffeting her gently and tossing her long honey-blond hair around her face. It carried the smells of the sea, something foreign to her. The smell wasn’t pleasant, but it was somehow exciting, a sign of the changes in store for her.
She had lived all of her twenty-two years in Nacogdoches, Texas and had never been too interested in the sea. She had been too absorbed by her life in northeast Texas to give the sea much thought. Most of her energy, since elementary school, had been devoted to her horses. A champion barrel racer, she loved to ride. She also loved to feed, groom, and train the horses. Now, in the new life ahead of her on Interstate Ten, she would have a bond with the sea for the foreseeable time to come. Taking a deep breath, savoring the air’s redolence, she felt that the sense of excitement it gave her was a good omen for the future. Maybe the decision she had made by commencing this drive was the right one.
“So long as I can bring the horses to Pensacola…” she murmured aloud.
The driver stared to the east at the long, low causeway thinking it looked too low to be an interstate highway. This old bridge ought to be a fishing pier. An interstate should be on a taller bridge.
She thought about the bridge with the same attitude she had for everything. In general, things and people did not measure up to her standards. She had come to accept this condition, tolerating it as one of the parameters within which her life would have to be lived. The quality of things could range from very poor to quite good, but even the very best could never meet with her complete approval. In a similar way, the people in her life had a range of skills, personality, and character that was mostly at the high end. She chose her friends carefully. But all of them fell short of her expectations in some area or another, and had to be met halfway by her benevolent indulgence. Despite this, she was not an arrogant person. She cared about people in spite of their flaws.
Her horses were a partial exception to the rule. Occasionally, one of them, with sufficient training from her and while performing her bidding obediently, could gain her approval. In fact, she had felt as one with her mount on several, magical occasions. Sometimes it was while running the barrels, when her body and the horse’s were in harmony and the timing was perfect and the communication between woman and beast was effortless. Other times, she felt the special unity when riding alone and bareback with the sun barely above the trees, the only breeze being the one she and the animal were creating. At these times, the world with its imperfect tenants would fade away, leaving her and her mount, trained by her and guided by her, as the only perfect union living.
The Mazda droned on to the East. It crossed Mobile Bay and climbed the slight rise on the eastern shore. She wondered, again, about the man she was driving toward. Actually, she told herself, the man was going to be okay. It was this new life in the Navy she wasn’t sure of. Her man had promised that it was going to be good. She certainly hoped he was right.
~~~~~
Lunch was corned beef and cabbage with black-eyed peas. Paul had quaffed a glass of water and another of kool aid, bug juice they called it, and was now toying with the cabbage. It tasted okay with enough salt but he didn’t feel like eating. His body was trembling from the morning’s physical exertion, especially his arms, and his stomach was not going to tolerate a large meal. He ate as much as he thought he could without getting sick.
The first swallow of water he took had given him an unusual sensation. As he forced it down, his inner ear cavities were pressurized, startling him and giving an aquatic quality to the sounds in the room. After that he felt off balance, and worried that the morning’s physical exertion had done damage to his head. In part, it was true. Athletes that compete to exhaustion experience the same feeling. The opening to the Eustachian tube becomes enlarged after prolonged exertion and allows a small volume of fluid to enter the tube, upsetting the balance of air pressure between the inner ear and the outside world. This was the first of many times Paul would experience the sensation.
Some of Paul’s reluctance to eat was a fear of swallowing again. However, after a little while he realized that the feeling was no worse than at the beginning, and his body was craving liquid, so he finished the water and bug juice. The strange feeling in his head altered his sense of taste, not helping him face the cabbage. He kept playing with it.
The dining hall was filled with Aviation Officer Candidates from several classes. Some had been in Pensacola longer than Class Thirteen and they knew what the group had been through. Some of them, newer arrivals than Paul’s group, looked at them with wonder and trepidation. Class Thirteen looked like hell. Salty sweat stains decorated rumpled shirts. Most of their shoes were scuffed and their belt buckles tarnished. As a group, the candidates’ shoulders were slumped as they hunched over their food. They were beaten. Overhouse and Smith had made sure that everyone would have a physical memory of the inspection. They all were hoping it was the last physical memory to be made that day. The group was also depressed. It was obvious they had failed the inspection and would, therefore, not be granted their freedom this weekend. Worse, they would have to endure another RLP next Friday.
The class was smaller by two. Two young men decided that the intangible reward of becoming a Navy pilot was not worth the very real torture of the Naval Aviation Schools Command. They had ‘dropped on request’. These two DORs, like the others before them, would not be seen again by the remaining candidates. Ben imagined that the DOR’s had had the same thoughts he did during the inspection. It made him feel a little tougher to think that two other people had not been able to withstand the same temptation.
Jeter wore a glazed look showing that his exhaustion was total. “I’m not going to be able to do another RLP,” he said to Paul. Pete’s body sagged visibly as he spoke.
“Come on, Pete, you did fine.” Paul had answered too quickly, he realized, as he looked at Pete’s face. He thought for a moment then said, more gently, “Listen, Pete, the RLP is over. It just about killed us, but it’s over. We’re beat and we couldn’t do another one right now. But we don’t have to.” Paul was grinning now, trying to spread some warmth over Jeter. “Hell, all we gotta do now is stay awake during Naval History. And that’s all we can do; take this program one event at a time. Don’t worry about the next RLP, we’ll handle it when it’s time.”
Pete was not convinced. “I don’t know, man….”
That evening the four candidates sorted through the debris in room 213, reassembling their beds and re-folding their clothes. Their mood had improved somewhat. Paul had spent all the free time after lunch offering encouragement to Jeter, and it seemed to be working. The men were recounting the cartoon-like events of the day and laughing in a subdued manner; they never really knew for sure when there was a drill instructor or class officer in the building.
“You two looked like dead dogs after the roaring twenties”, Ben was saying.
“That ain’t right!” Paul replied with a grin. “I felt a lot worse than a dead dog!”
Jeter faked a thoughtful look. “Maybe if a dog was being run over by an eighteen-wheeler, and the third or fourth set of wheels had just rolled over him, he could feel about like I did.”
The four of them laughed out loud, their worry of being heard forgotten for the moment.
“But you gotta admit, that was some great conditioning exercise,” Paul mused.
Jeter rolled his eyes. “Yeah, right. I want to avoid that condition in the future.”
The pieces of Paul’s rifle were spread out on the table in the center of the room. Tonight, after getting his locker in order, he would give the parts a thorough cleaning and then reassemble them. Then he would quickly polish his belt buckle to an acceptable level before starting the long, painstaking task of renewing his shoes. It looked to be a late night for him.
It would be a late night for all of them, and Ben hadn’t started on his tasks. He pulled out the shoebox of personal items that each of them was allowed. Ben’s smooth, handsome face softened as he fingered his favorite photograph.
It was an ordinary scene, one that had been the subject of thousands of photos in thousands of homes in America. There was a Christmas tree in a small apartment. Under it there were just a few presents. The tree was decorated simply with miniature white lights and a few gold colored ornaments. The last ornament to be added was being held by a young woman obviously posing for the photographer.
“Whatcha got there, Ben?” Paul was watching his friend.
Ben seemed to shake himself from a dream. He woke up smiling. “This, is Jennifer”, he said handing the photo to Paul. His tone was reverent.
“Is she your wife?” Paul hadn’t even considered that any of them might be married.
“No, not my wife, but we’ve been together since last Thanksgiving.”
“Is she back in Texas, somewhere?”
“She should be in Pensacola, somewhere, by now. She’s supposed to call me tomorrow from the hotel. The plan was to see her tomorrow night.”
“Don’t know if that’s gonna happen, now.”
“I know, and she’s not exactly the patient type.”
Paul was looking at the photo. He had taken it in his hand when offered by Ben, planning to be polite by saying something about how pretty she was, or that he was a lucky guy. He was forming the words of the compliment in his mind when he actually looked at the woman in the picture. The words stopped forming. She was pretty. He couldn’t help but notice that. But there was something else about the photo. The girl was looking at him. Of course she was merely smiling for the photographer, who was obviously Ben, but she was looking right into Paul’s eyes. He stared at the picture a little too long. His reverie was gently broken as he noticed Ben smiling at him.
“I know. I’m a lucky guy, right?” Ben was saying.
“It sure looks that way, Ben. She’s a gorgeous girl.”
“Thanks.”
“Hey, when we get settled into an apartment, you guys should all come over for dinner. Jen’s a great cook,” Ben lied. He had no idea what Jennifer would think of that statement. “That is, if we ever get sprung from this place!”
The others grunted agreement over the uncertainty of their situation. Paul’s mind lingered for a moment more on the photograph. It was uncanny the way her eyes had captured his. It was also absurd that an inanimate photo could in any way react to him. He brushed it off, as one of his less realistic thoughts of the day. He picked up the barrel and stock of his rifle with only a slight sense of déjà vu lingering in his mind. As he began rubbing the filmy gun cleaning oil over the smooth metal, he all but forgot the photo.
~~~~~
The forest green Mazda passed into Florida, still eastbound on Interstate 10. Florida did not look like the Florida Jennifer was expecting. As far as she could tell, Florida along this highway looked exactly like the parts of Alabama and Mississippi she had just traversed. The roadsides and median were populated with thick stands of pine, not unlike her native East Texas. In the occasional breaks in the forest, the farmland was lush with reddish-brown soil. There was not a palm tree in sight, and she fought to quell a rising sense of unease in her stomach. Ben had said that even though they might not see much of each other for her first few weeks in Pensacola, they would at least be in beautiful, sunny Florida. The thought struck her now that Ben hadn’t seen Pensacola when he made that promise.
She let her mind settle onto her man. The radio station she had listened to in the vicinity of Mobile had faded to broken reception, so she turned it off. She had only the steady road and wind noise, punctuated by the occasional passing truck to hold her attention, so she let Ben fill her thoughts. He had everything she wanted in a man, and she had made a point of cataloging what those things were. Jennifer’s history of relationships with men had been less than satisfying, but she believed that she had found a real catch in Ben. She liked his solid good looks but, more importantly, he possessed a quite satisfactory register of her required characteristics in a man. And, of course, he had fallen hard for her, just as every man before him had done. He worshipped the ground she trod. Jennifer smiled to herself. She felt renewed after reviewing the facts.
She never lacked attention from the opposite sex. Though not a ravishing beauty, Jennifer Tillman had a warm, bright face with penetrating pale blue eyes. She had a natural beauty that seemed to be enhanced by her lack of interest in enhancing it. She let her shimmering hair fall where it wanted, brushing it daily only for its health. She routinely wore no makeup, and when she did apply a little blush for an evening, it didn’t really improve her looks. Her nose was not perfect. It had been broken in a riding fall and still carried the crooked evidence of the impact. But her nose, especially when complimented by one of her crooked little smiles, granted even more interest to her face. She possessed the rare combination of brilliant blond hair and golden brown skin. She was tall and strong and profoundly feminine. She exuded a raw, yet poised sensuality, almost fierce in its power.
Men had always been attracted by her sensuality, weakened by its power. From the sixth grade on boys had been drawn to her, at that time not knowing what was drawing them. By the time her parents allowed her to date, the onslaught of suitors was a torrent. She never knew what it was like to wonder if she would have a date for an important event. Instead, her adolescent agony was in trying to go with someone she wanted to while not crushing the ones she said no to. She was never too successful at this. She tried hard to do the right thing but she was not in control of just how hard the boys fell for her. By the time she was in college she had left a trail of broken hearts in her wake, and each one of them broke her heart a little, too. She learned through this pain to not lead a boy on. She was friendly with all that made advances toward her, but if she sensed no special attraction toward the boy, she would slam the door on him, quickly and cleanly. This method worked well for her except that, over time, she found herself being quite analytical about her feelings for the men that wooed her.
And so her relationships with men became an analytical game. She would watch their advances, secretly grading their technique and analyzing her own attraction to them. Then she would tally up their attributes on her mental score sheet. As her experience with the game increased, she developed a list of must-have characteristics in a man. But as she continued to play the game, a sense of urgency began to develop. She felt a low-grade fear rising up within her from time to time. A fear that there was no such thing as a truly perfect love for her, only men that were drawn to her by her looks. Men with many different characteristics, some of which she considered important to have. How many good characteristics were enough? Was there anything more that should be between her and the right man?
When she met Ben, she realized that there wasn’t anything more to love than she had already discovered, nothing new or magical. Ben was like all the others, but his list of must-have characteristics was so much longer than anyone before him that he presented a near-perfect case. Based on her experience with Ben, Jennifer decided that her analytical method of evaluating men was completely vindicated. There was so much that was right about Ben that she felt entirely comfortable that he was the man for her. Ben was a solid man. He was steady and dependable, handsome in a very down-home way, very sincere in everything he said and did, and, of course, hopelessly in love with her. Perhaps most importantly to Jennifer, Ben had his career planned out. He was going to be an airline pilot and he had a plan by which to achieve this lofty goal. Jennifer liked the fact that Ben had a long-range plan. Not many of the Nacogdoches boys she knew had a strategy beyond getting a reasonable job out of college. The first move of Ben’s strategy was to become a Navy pilot, a move that both pleased and alarmed Jennifer. She was alarmed because the whole concept of the Navy was foreign to her. But she reveled in the idea that her Ben would be a Naval Officer. She had seen the photos of young men decked out in Navy Dress Whites or Blues in the recruiting pamphlets that Ben had shown her. The men in the photos looked stunning and important in their uniforms. Even the very first step of Ben’s plan was exciting to her and the overall strategy promised her a life of comfort, even wealth, with this impressive man.
Despite his extensive list of must have characteristics and his well thought out, long range strategy, Ben was not an entirely perfect man. He was not particularly witty or glib. He considered his words carefully before speaking. He sometimes even appeared dull in a lively conversation. Jennifer saw this not as a serious flaw. It was probably just the way a person was when they were as well organized as Ben. At any rate, it was a small thing. It required only the slightest benevolence on her part to atone for the shortcoming.
Jennifer had been in Florida for thirty minutes now. She emerged from her thoughts of Ben with the realization that it was time to look for the road signs for Pensacola. Ben had written to her that the quickest way to the southwest side of the city, where the Naval Air Station was, was to take US 90 East and follow the signs to the N.A.S. She hoped she hadn’t missed the exit.
~~~~~
The young men of Class 72-13 were assembled in their athletic clothes on the vast parade ground across from the chapel. It was eight o’clock Saturday morning. Paul, Ben, Pete and Steve were standing together, listening to their class officer’s instructions. There was something different about the way LT. Overhouse was speaking to the candidates. The class had noticed this the previous Saturday at their first ‘Field Day’. Although still very much in charge, Overhouse was speaking to near-equals, much as an older brother would speak to his younger siblings.
“I know most of you girls are tired and hurting today, but this is your chance to show me, and yourselves what you’re made of. Those turds from the other battalions don’t have anything you don’t have, and you can whip their asses!”
Overhouse sounded like a high school football coach and this realization planted the seed of an idea in Paul’s mind. As hard as the class leaders rode them to mold them into military men, they also invested the effort to enfold the candidates into their first Navy family. So far, it was only on Saturday mornings, and the motivation was selfish. Each of the twelve class officers wanted their own classes to make a good showing on field day.
The day was sunny and breezy. The first cool front of the season had blown through during the night and although the temperature was still warm, the humidity had decreased lending a fresh, fall-like feeling to the air. The vast parade ground was ringed with flagpoles, their standards flapping proudly in the fresh northwest wind. The flags gave the morning a carnival atmosphere while the prospect of physical competition gave young men a feeling of nervous anticipation.
Paul was entered in the Cross Country event, a one point six mile course through a wooded portion of the Air Station. The course was hilly, as hilly as could be found in Florida, and there were two stretches of soft sand. The second was nearly a hundred yards long and ran adjacent to the Chief’s Club swimming pool. The combination of soft sand and the desire to look good in front of the bikini-clad bathers made this section of the course particularly trying. Paul was not very fast over this distance, but his times earned him one of the four slots given to class thirteen. This made him part of the sixteen member team from Battalion I. The battalion was merely the building Paul’s class shared with three others. There were two other buildings housing AOC’s, three battalions in all.
The starter’s pistol sent the 48 runners scrambling across the open parade ground toward the wood. Most sprinted at the beginning, hoping to gain their advantage before the path narrowed amongst the pines. Paul knew his best race would be run with a measured start. He would just have to do his best to move up in the field while they all dodged the trees.
He was trailing the pack as it entered the forest. The course immediately began to climb and Paul used the incline to pass the first runners ahead of him. Paul felt as if he was using as much of his energy to hold himself back as he was to run, but he knew it was the only way for him to finish with any strength. By the time he reached the second sand pit, he had passed the trailing third of the field, and was feeling fairly strong as he returned to the parade ground for the finish. Paul was amazed to have Gunny Smith in his face for the second time in two days. This time he was just as loud, but the menacing attitude was gone.
“Gut it out! Put your heart in it, candidate!” The Gunny was like an over-enthusiastic father at his son’s track meet. His words were strong, but his face showed a warmth that Paul did not fail to notice. And the combination worked. Paul poured everything he had into the half lap of the parade ground to the finish line. His lungs, not yet recovered from the burst of effort through the sand, were on fire as he struggled to inhale enough oxygen. He managed to pass one more runner in the last hundred yards, and then crashed across the finish on the heels of another that he couldn’t quite take.
LT. Overhouse found Paul while the candidate was still gasping for air. “Great job, Jumper! That was a strong finish.”
Paul had a pained look on his face. Partly from his physical pain but mostly because he thought his performance was unworthy of praise. I was the last guy from Batt I across the line and it was everything I could do to be that good. I don’t deserve to be on this team, much less your congratulations. In fact, Paul had finished ahead of one other man from his building but hadn’t noticed in the blur of his exhaustion.
Overhouse read the expression and was ready with an answer. “Yeah, I know you weren’t in the front runners, but almost everyone you beat was from one of the other battalions. You made us points over the other guys, and I think we’re going to win this meet today.” The Lieutenant was beaming, willing Paul to enjoy the moment. He stepped alongside Paul. “Come on, you need to walk it out, and I need to tell you something.”
They walked a few paces away from the group at the finish line. Paul had his hands on his waist, unconsciously expanding his chest. The Lieutenant steered him toward Gunny Smith and the three of them continued a few more steps. Paul had no idea what could be coming next. His mind was racing; trying to remember what he could have done wrong in the last twelve hours. He thought they must have some corrective words for him. Some criticism that he hoped was at least positive. I don’t understand why they’re so damn happy while they chew me out.
Overhouse wheeled around to face Paul while the Gunny made a half right turn at Paul’s left shoulder. They stood in a small triangle, two senior brothers preparing to enlighten their younger sibling.
“Gunnery Sergeant Smith and I gave your class a passing grade yesterday. Your class is ‘secured’. Liberty commences immediately after you scrub down the barracks, and you are to muster on station at 1700 hours on Sunday. Is that understood?”
“Yes sir!” Paul found himself involuntarily at attention.
“Good. Pass the word to the rest of your class, and have a good time in the ville.”
The Lieutenant and the Gunny were gone before their words fully registered. For a moment Paul considered the disparity between their comments during the inspection and the ones today, but only for a moment. As he began to jog over to his classmates he was thinking that this little corner of the Navy was starting to feel like a family. A smile spread over his face. Family life is improving.
The wind whipped through the car’s two open windows, buffeting the occupants. Paul’s short hair was being blown around as much as its half-inch length allowed. The uniform collars of all three men were flapping in their faces and the radio was turned up as loud as the speakers could handle. The car was still hot inside from soaking in the sun for five weeks. Hot, sweaty, and wind-blown, the three men were having their happiest day in memory.
The car was traveling northeast on Barrancas Avenue along the backwaters of Pensacola Bay, heading for downtown Pensacola and on to the beach. It was Paul’s 1970 Camaro. The first year of the ‘new’ body style, it was a sort of deep metallic lime green color that had made its debut that year. It would not be on the market after the next model year. Paul had had little choice in the color. In order to afford a Camaro, he had to buy one with absolutely no options installed. There was no air conditioning and no power steering, brakes, or windows. It had the smallest V-8 available, with a three speed manual transmission. The only car on the local Chevrolet lot with this paucity of features was the lime green version. At least it wasn’t purple.
Despite the awkward color, the car had clean lines and elegant styling. The designers had got this one right. It certainly had looked good to Paul the last five weeks. By serendipitous coincidence, he had parked the car adjacent to one of the routes that he and his fellow candidates had marched along at least once daily. He had merely followed the gate guard’s advice to park the car in any unmarked spot near the seawall. And from the first day on, the car was a silent observer of Paul’s activities. As he struggled to maintain his resolve to stick with the course, the car stood faithfully by, day after day, week after week, reminding Paul that he was still in the real world despite the alien routine of his daily life.
After weeks of negotiating the roads at marching speed, 45 miles per hour was a thrill. This, plus the exhilaration of a few hours of freedom had affixed huge smiles on the three faces. The smiles worn by Logan and Jeter were unfettered expressions of their current good fortune.
Paul was thinking past the current circumstances. He was thinking about their futures as pilots in the U.S. Navy. How often will we feel this good about life? Will there always be this much pain before we’re allowed a day’s pleasure? What is this life really going to be like?
Suddenly, Paul saw another flash of the future. It was so quick; he had to concentrate hard to hold on to the thought that had flown through his mind. It was so vague that he couldn’t remember when he had had the thought before. He knew, however, that something, some event that hadn’t happened yet, had repeated itself in his head.
Steve saw the shadow cross Paul’s face. “You feel alright, man?” Pete turned his attention inside the car with Logan’s words. They both waited.
“I guess I just had a flashback, but I don’t know what I was flashing back to.”
“I think you ran a little too hard this morning.” Pete joined Steve’s easy laughter.
“Yeah. Maybe I did. Anyway, I’m fine.”
Pete said, “I hope we all are having flashbacks tomorrow of a night of wine, women, and song.”
“Let’s start with some beach, beer, and bikinis.” Steve was laughing again before he could finish the sentence.
Paul stared straight ahead, his smile as broad again as it had been thirty seconds before. None of them had noticed the dark green sedan glide around the off ramp of Interstate 110 and head southwest on Barrancas Avenue. There was no reason to notice. It was just one car in a long line of cars traveling in the opposite direction to the Camaro. Paul would never know that his eyes, for only a fleeting moment, had met the eyes from the photograph.
~~~~~
The driver of the Mazda sedan attributed the flutter in her heart to her being on the second to last road on the route to her man. Three or four miles on this Barrancas Road, or Avenue, or whatever, then a left on Duncan, and the main gate should be straight ahead. Good, I’m doing fine. A little late, but he won’t mind when he sees me. Jennifer was surprised, and a little disappointed that she was this nervous. She wanted to think it was anxiety over the Navy. I can’t be nervous over Ben. It’s just Ben. Perfect Ben. I haven’t seen him in a few weeks, now, and he’s probably going to look different, but he’ll still be Ben, the one I’ve chosen for me. There’s no reason to be nervous.
After waiting a long two minutes for the traffic light, Jennifer turned left onto Duncan Road and headed due south for the air station. Ben had told her in the morning on the phone to look for him in the parking area of the ‘Pass and Tag’ office across from the main gate. He was standing there now staring intently to the north at the steady stream of cars headed for the base.
I wonder if he really will look different, now that he’s in the Navy? He said he’d be in uniform. What will that look like? Well no matter what it looks like, it’ll still be my chosen Ben wearing it, and it’s going to be all right. She had no idea that it might be difficult to recognize her chosen one after only five weeks of separation. She drove right past him. Thinking she hadn't yet found the right parking lot, she drove up to the guard at the gate and asked him where it was. Ben was trying to decide whether to cross traffic to get to her, or hope that the guard sent her the right way.
“I can’t believe she looked right at me and kept driving,” he mumbled to himself.
Now the guard had stepped out onto the roadway and was stopping traffic so Jennifer could cross the lane next to her and angle back into the parking lot where Ben stood. She still hadn’t seen him. As she eased the car forward she scanned the parking lot for him. She glanced at a kid in a white uniform who seemed to be trying to get her attention. She thought, Not now! I don’t need some guy helping me, or worse, making a pass at me. She kept looking around but made sure not to make eye contact with the stranger. No sign of Ben. From the corner of her eye, she noticed the kid, who was dressed like an ice cream vendor, walking straight for her car. She refused to look at him.
Where is Ben? It’s not like him to be late. She had never had to wait for him before. She wanted him there. Now. And now this kid was walking right up to the driver’s side window. Ben! Where are you?
The kid was at her window now. He wanted something. She was going to have to look at him and talk to him. Oh well, I have no choice. He’s right here!
Ben stared at her through the open window, waiting for her to turn and look at him. His frustration when she first passed him turned to amusement. He could tell she was frustrated with him not being there for her. He knew she was going to lose her poise when she finally looked at him. This was going to be good. She didn’t lose it very often. Ben also knew that his grin would infuriate her. The grin would confirm she had lost control of the situation, and she wouldn’t like that at all.
She looked up. The kid was smiling at her. But he wasn’t making any attempt to speak to her. She looked at his face and, at last, saw Ben’s eyes.
“My God…” was all she could say. Then a flood of emotions came spilling from her heart. There was such a mix; she couldn't immediately identify the feelings. Later she would say it was the strangest blend of anger and joy. The door flew open, almost taking Ben down. She leapt out and stood facing him, her lips parted and trembling slightly. Her eyes were wide and her nostrils were flaring gently with her adrenaline-charged breathing.
“I didn’t recognize you,” she said simply.
“Well, It’s me,” he said, still wearing the grin he knew he shouldn’t show. This is not going how I thought, he didn’t say. “How about a little hug for your boy?” Ben knew she wasn’t ready for that, but he found himself saying it anyway. She hesitated a moment, trying to regain some control. Then she allowed herself to step forward and give him a bear hug. No kisses yet. It was as though a part of her brain still saw him as a stranger. A hug would have to do for now.
She held him a long time. She held him tightly with her head turned to the side and pressed hard into his shoulder. She also was thinking that this meeting wasn’t happening the way she had imagined. Her head was spinning. After a full minute, she eased her hold on him and pushed back gently. He continued holding her, his arms around her waist. Their hips were almost touching, but not quite. She was leaning back against his embrace, with her hands pressed lightly on his chest. She looked at him a long time without moving. Her head stopped spinning.
“I didn’t recognize you.”
“I know.”
She surveyed the man in front of her. He was wearing a uniform, just as he said he would be. It wasn’t, however, what she expected. He wore a cap that looked hard, impersonal, and uncomfortable. It was white cloth stretched over a metal frame, with a black hatband and black bill. The front of the hatband carried a brass anchor. The shirt was plain, starched white, except for a pair of black shoulder boards that extended from the collar to the top of the shirtsleeves. A single gold star looked lonely in the center of each shoulder board. There was also a single ribbon placed just above the left breast pocket. She fingered it curiously with her right hand. The ribbon contained red and yellow vertical stripes of different widths. She would have to ask him later what it meant. The white, starched trousers held a white webbed belt with a shiny gold buckle. There were white socks and, amazingly, white shoes with white soles.
The uniform did not look bad. The shirt was cut too full and was folded and wrinkled where it tucked into the trousers, but the black shoulder boards framed Ben’s chest handsomely. And Ben looked so different in it. The short hair; almost no hair on the sides of his head, and the healthy glow on his face made him look years younger, like a high school kid. He had lost weight. His face, still handsome, had sharper, more defined features.
She realized through her hands that his chest was rock hard. She felt a warm stirring spread through her face and then her body. He wasn’t what she expected, but what he was, was making her feel pretty good. She took a step back and took his hands in hers. “Come on. I want some of your lovin’.”
“Okay.” His voice was a husky whisper.
They climbed into the car. As she drove away, Jennifer forgot all the fears she had of fifteen minutes before.
~~~~~
The three young men covered a considerable stretch of the local area in the green car. At the beach they changed into swimsuits, hoping that this was an allowed exception to the rule of no civilian clothes while on liberty. It was awkward having to take care of a uniform at the beach, but they managed to fold them into their athletic bags and take a quick swim in the warm Gulf waters.
It was the weekend after Labor Day. Summer was officially over. The weather was still balmy, but work and school had taken most of the tourists back to their homes for the year. The beach had maybe half its normal summer population. Most of them were locals. The three candidates enjoyed roving their eyes over the handful of girls lounging on the beach nearby. Jeter and Logan introduced themselves to a few, but the reaction from the girls was, at best, polite. The candidates got the feeling that these girls had seen plenty of AOC’s. They were just two more. Paul hadn’t spoken to any of them and the cool response received by Pete and Steve made him glad that he hadn’t.
To Paul, the act of delivering an opening line to a girl was a bewildering process. It wasn’t only a fear of rejection, though he certainly had that. It was also a genuine fear that the woman would think his words were merely part of a game; a meaningless series of sentences designed only to hold her attention. He wanted to say something true, relevant, not contrived. As a result, women thought Paul had an air about him that stridently denied any romantic interest. Usually, they would quickly lose interest in the conversation and in Paul. This baffled him. He watched as boys with shallow monologue and base motives held the interest of the girls, while his words seemed to bore them. His thoughts often reached the same conclusion. I’ll never meet someone. I don’t even know how to talk to a girl!
The three of them rinsed off at a public shower, and carefully dressed again in their uniforms. “Jeez! I hope nobody like Gunny Smith sees us tonight! This uniform doesn’t look so spiffy.” It was Jeter, and he was right. The uniforms had a few too many creases after lying folded in the hot car.
“Yes,” Steve replied, “The whole idea of going out on the town, in uniform, is a strange one.”
The other two agreed with him, at the same time thinking Steve had a very formal way of expressing himself.
Paul felt very conspicuous as he and his two partners walked into the Blue Lagoon Bar, only a quarter mile from where they’d been swimming. It would be his first time in a public place as a member of the United States Navy. All eyes in the bar turned to examine the three newcomers in their ice cream suits. Paul imagined that the unspoken greeting to them was more negative than positive. The country was at the height of the anti-war movement against the increasingly unpopular war in Vietnam.
Paul had struggled with his choice of career for the last year. He had come to agree with most of his peers that the war was wrong, or at least was being fought wrongly. But his dream was to fly and he had a strong desire to serve his country and obey its laws. It didn’t hurt his decision-making process that he had drawn a low number, less than one hundred, in the Selective Service lottery held two and a half years before. He would have to serve. By signing up with the Navy he could serve in the sky where he longed to be.
On the surface, it was a fairly easy choice. But Paul had done his usual thorough job of scrutinizing the decision. He took the trouble to meet some military men, and they certainly didn’t seem like the war-mongering monsters some of his more radical college friends said they would be. In fact, they seemed to hate the war, too. He couldn’t tell if it was because they hated war in general – not likely, it would seem – or just this particular un-winnable war.
Finally, Paul concluded that military people, as far as he knew them, were not monsters, and it would be okay to be a part of them. And after his service was over he would have a skill and his dream of flying would be fulfilled. He could take that skill, which he was sure he would love, along any of a number of paths from that point on. The choice was, after all, quite simple.
The three candidates found space at the bar and moved a stool around so they could all sit together.
“What are you boys having?” It was not the bartender speaking.
“I was gonna order a beer,” offered Jeter, giving the man who’d spoken a wary look. The other two nodded agreement.
“Barkeep! Three Budweisers for my new friends.”
“Is Bud alright for you fellows? No, no, put your money away, son. You’re drinking on me.” The speaker was a jolly man in his fifties. He had a big head, round face, and a pretty good size tummy.
“Senior Chief Petersen, son. Glad to make your acquaintance.”
Jeter shook the outstretched, meaty hand. “I’m Aviation Officer Candidate Jeter, and this is Jumper and Logan.”
“Actually, I’m a retired Senior Chief. That’s why I’m talking to you zero wannabe’s.” Petersen chuckled. After a pause, he continued. “You boys have no idea what I’m saying, do you?”
Paul’s raised right eyebrow provided the answer.
“Well, when you boys finally get out to the fleet, you’ll see that it’s the Chiefs that run the Navy, while at the same time keeping the zeros, I mean officers, from stepping on their lollies too often. But since I’m retired, and you boys aren’t zeros yet, I’m going to forgive you of all your future stupidity, and have a beer with you.”
The candidates allowed themselves wary grins and lifted their cold brown bottles toward Petersen. “Here’s to you, Chief,” they chorused quietly, not totally sure what Petersen’s point was.
A few swallows later, Petersen’s words turned more serious. “The real reason I wanted to talk to you boys is that I’m proud of you for joining up during all the shit that’s going on in this country. I’m sure your decision and your new hairstyles would not be popular with your college buddies. But I think you’ve done the right thing, for what it’s worth, so here’s to you.”
The three men visited two more bars after the Blue Lagoon. Chief Petersen had slipped away after his short tribute to the candidates. After Petersen’s departure, Steve remarked that the Lagoon’s average client was a little longer in the tooth than them, and that maybe they should try someplace else. After conferring with the bartender, they drove a few blocks to a dingy establishment known as Dirty Dan’s. Here the clientele was definitely younger, and appeared to be firmly entrenched in the counter culture lifestyle. A relatively clean-cut surfer could possibly fit in, but the spit and polish of an AOC blended about as well as a uniformed police officer at a pot party.
After a short and uncomfortable stay at Dirty Dan’s, the trio found themselves at another shabby establishment, this time in downtown Pensacola. The section of town was dark. The downtown district had not yet experienced any kind of renaissance to bring in upscale nightlife. Besides this tavern, the only other business open on the block was a tattoo parlor. Paul parked the car as close to a street light as he could in hopes that all the major components would still be there when they returned.
The three of them went inside the tavern known as Trader Jon’s and an effusive and energetic gentleman in his late forties, or early fifties greeted them at the door. Trader treated them like long-lost sons and ushered them to the bar and bought their first drink. They were rendered mostly speechless by his antics, and couldn’t have got a word in anyway. They sat down to their beers and Trader rushed off to another group of best friends. Trader was a small man, mostly bald, and filled with the love of life. He had a personality that made you feel that he ran his business for the sole purpose of making you happy. It worked. The mood inside was festive.
Paul’s carload was joined at Trader’s by several of their classmates. The Navy uniforms were not incompatible with the décor of the place. Jon Weisman had made a hobby of collecting surplus paraphernalia from Navy airplanes. The Pensacola area was a supermarket for such stuff, and a sizeable quantity had found its way to Trader’s. Attracted by the artifacts of the art he loved, or at least believed he would love, Paul ambled around the place taking in the airplane photographs, the drop-tanks, instrument panels, and tail hooks.
It was eleven o’clock, and Paul entertained the thought of driving back to the battalion in the next half hour or so. He didn’t know if Pete and Steve would be ready to go. They seemed to be enjoying themselves, telling stories with some others from the class. Paul continued quietly surveying the aviation treasure lining the walls.
“He’s collected some amazing stuff.” The voice belonged to a man about Paul’s age and about his size and build. He was standing next to Paul, beer in hand, staring at a beautiful shot of four Blue Angel F-4J airplanes in an incredibly tight diamond formation.
“Yeah.” Paul looked straight ahead at the photo, too.
“I hear this is like a hang-out for the Blues when they’re in town.”
“Are they, uh, in town now?” It was good to talk to someone not from his class, and Paul wanted to keep the conversation going.
“I don’t think so. It’s a weekend, so they’re most likely on the road. I think their season ends late October.”
“Are you in the Navy?” The man was in jeans and an Izod shirt.
“No. I was, for a short time.”
“Oh.” Paul didn’t know what he meant, but figured it wasn’t important.
“I’m Daniel Duncan, Dan Duncan.” He stretched out his hand. Paul took it and registered that the grip was just a little too soft. Dan looked a little uncomfortable. He was hiding something.
“Paul Jumper.” He released Dan’s hand. There was a difficult silence, so Paul decided to fill it. “So, what do you do?”
“Oh, I’m an engineer at the paper mill to the west of town. We’re the ones that give the air in Pensacola such a nice aroma when the wind is just right.” The awkward moment was gone, and Paul grinned.
“I guess I haven’t had the pleasure, yet.”
“You will, my friend, if you hang around long enough.”
Paul’s smile twisted a little. I wonder why he said it that way?
Dan sensed the question and gave in to the urge to just blurt it out. “I’m a DOR. I came here in January. I dreamed since I was a kid of flying jet fighters, so I worked my ass off to get here, but when I did, things were a lot different than I expected. I guess I figured if AOC School was so much different, then flying might be, too.” Dan looked relieved, but waited cautiously for Paul’s reaction.
His reaction wasn’t too helpful. “Oh.” He knew he needed to offer more. He struggled for the words. “How long did you stay?” This wasn’t much better, but it gave Dan a chance to continue unloading.
“Not very. It was in the middle of the second week. You know, after you pass your physical and the Drill Instructors are cleared to really lay into you.”
“Yeah, I remember. And they haven’t let up yet. They’re still having fun with us and we’re coming up on week six.”
The air had cleared around them, but Paul was looking at Dan intently, thinking. He had never seen a DOR, obviously, and it seemed strange to him that one would hang around after making the move. “Why didn’t you go back home?” I’d want to get as far away from here as possible.
“It took a day for the Navy to get me through the check-out process, so I decided to get a room for the night before driving out. Then I couldn’t bring myself to call my folks with the news, so I decided to hang out a few days. I liked the area. I found the job, bought a surfboard, and here I am.”
Paul switched gears. “Who was your class’s drill instructor?”
“I’ll never forget him. Gunnery Sergeant Smith.”
Paul’s eyes filled with warmth. “Come with me, my friend. There’s some guys over here you have something in common with.”
“In common with me?”
“Yeah, we all share the same nightmare.”
~~~~~
Jennifer swung her feet off the bed and onto the floor. Night was falling at the Ramada Inn near the freeway on the North side of town. A white uniform shirt and trousers were draped neatly over the chair at the little round table next to the window. A white T-shirt and a pair of briefs lay a little closer to the bed. She picked these up and deposited them on the luggage rack. She went over to the sink at the back of the room. She leaned on the counter and studied herself in the mirror. Everything is fine, right?
The afternoon had been okay. After thoroughly arousing Ben with her words at the base parking lot, she had made him wait. At her insistence, they returned to the real estate office she had visited that morning. Then, with the realtor in tow, they walked through a cozy duplex just off North Davis Highway. The rent was at the upper end of what his salary could afford, but he succumbed to her coquettish pleading. The realtor suppressed a smile. Jennifer had signed a contract leasing the duplex that morning.
At the motel, they made love energetically. And quickly. And then Ben was asleep. Jennifer liked that she was able to control him so completely. When she brought him to his moment, he would freeze, as if unable to absorb all the physical sensation, unable to go past that point. His body became granite. Immobile. After a few long seconds, he would relax. The contrast would be so complete that sleep followed almost instantly. She liked knowing that she could reliably lift him to heaven, and that she was woman enough to consume him completely in the process.
Today there was a small measure of disappointment in her heart, and it wasn’t the first time she had had to suppress the feeling. She twirled her hair with her fingers as she stared at herself. It would be nice if we could talk a little after sex. It would also be nice to keep my climax going a little longer. She would not, however, trade the sovereignty she enjoyed for those niceties.
Well, she thought, I’ve got lots to do. Next week I need to find a place to keep the horses, and I guess I can arrange for my, our, stuff to be shipped to the duplex. Tomorrow I’ll talk to Ben about setting a date for the wedding.
She turned away from the mirror and walked back to the bed. Ben was absolutely still, his steady, relaxed breathing barely raising his chest. She straightened the bed covers over him and quietly slipped between the sheets next to him. Facing away, she closed her eyes and willed herself to fall asleep.
~~~~~
“Ladies and gentlemen! Please, may I have your attention! Please, everyone. I have an announcement to make.”
The laughter and babble gradually diminished, so Trader continued, his words now distinguishable over the background.
“Ladies and gentlemen, I invite you to join me at our back stage for this evening’s entertainment.” Trader began walking quickly toward the rear of his establishment. He turned right and went through a doorway that no one had noticed before. He walked slightly bow-legged, lurching along as if his knees hurt. As the group followed, they realized they had passed into the building next door. There was a low stage with a couple of dozen folding chairs facing it. Lights were on, but the illumination was dim.
Trader mounted the stage with a grunt and turned to face the small crowd filing in. “Take your seats, folks, our feature event is about to begin. Tonight, we are honored to have the incomparable Jessica, fresh back from six weeks in New York, dancing for us.”
Trader regaled the group for a few minutes more, trying, fairly successfully, to heighten the sense of expectation. Finally, he left the stage and walked behind the folding chairs to a makeshift control booth for his ‘theater’. The spotlight came up. Actually, it was single track light above the stage. It cast a weak shaft of light, making the stage just slightly brighter than the rest of the room. Trader cued the music.
Paul was thinking, I can just imagine what this woman looks like, working in a place like this. After a moment, Jessica appeared from the left stage door. Paul was stunned. Jessica was a genuine beauty. She had luxuriant golden hair piled on top of her head framing chiseled Scandinavian features. She wore a long black evening gown over high heels. A waist-length black jacket covered her shoulders. The men in the room were silent, mesmerized instantly. Paul pulled his eyes from her to look to his left and right. Jeter’s jolly face had softened and his eyes belied the longing in his heart. Dan was smiling and slumping in his seat, embarrassed to be gawking so openly. But he was totally transfixed. He never felt Paul’s look. None of them noticed her vacant stare as she gazed over their heads to the back wall.
Jessica moved to the music. As she patiently revealed more and more of her body to the audience, Paul’s concept of her perfection was repeatedly validated. She had a natural talent for sensual body motion and quickly had all the men captivated, and most of them erect. Finally, naked except for her pumps and the skimpiest of G-strings, she raised her hands to her head and plunged her fingers into her hair, while slowly doing a subtle grind. With a fluid motion she released the clip and stretched her arms above her head. As her hair tumbled across her shoulders and over her breasts, she lowered her arms in sweeping motions, brought one leg across the other, bent her knees, and gently collapsed on the floor. Her hair, incredible in its volume, fanned out over the stage as she curled on her side, one perfect breast touching the linoleum.
Trader took down all the lights. A few seconds later, he brought them back up and she was gone. Her finale had silenced the group, but now the applause and yelling was fever pitched. They implored her to return, but there was no response.
Trader was on the stage again, raising his hands for silence. “I know you liked her, but that’s all for tonight. Come back again in two weeks. Jessica will return!” More applause and cheers, and again Trader held up his hands. “Now for our next event, which will feature the talents of one of our new Aviation Officer Candidates!”
The class looked around at each other. What was up?
“I know all of you guys are in good shape. Strong, right? You have to be for that program. And I know that pushups are a big part of the program, right? So who out there thinks they can do ten pushups, up here on the stage?”
There was muted discussion amongst the candidates. Everyone, of course, knew it couldn’t be that simple. “What’s the catch, Trader?” It was Bob Meyerson, a solid guy who was toying with the idea of taking the stage.
“There’s no catch, boys, and I’ll give twenty bucks to our volunteer if he can manage ten little push-ups.” Trader waved a twenty-dollar bill over his head.
“Jumper is our best push-up man. Let him try!” Jeter was standing and gesturing to his peers. Paul slid down in his chair and shielded his eyes from Trader with one hand. Paul was good at push-ups because he was light. There wasn’t much to push up. Trader smiled to himself. If a small guy was selected to represent the group, his money was safe.
“Jum-per! Jum-per! Jum-per! Jum-per!” The chant gained voices and volume each time his name was spoken.
Paul reluctantly stood up. “Okay, okay. I’m going.” He walked slowly up to Trader and shook his hand. Trader was grinning.
“Okay, son, all you have to do is give me ten regulation push-ups. But I don’t want you to start until I tell you to. You got it?”
“Got it.”
“Okay. Now drop down to the front leaning rest position.”
Paul did as he was told amid catcalls and applause.
“Alright, men, this should be fairly easy for your buddy up here, right? But I do want him to do proper military push-ups. All the way down on every one. You guys help me watch him. Okay?”
The group made noises like they were ready for Paul to get on with it. Trader was in no hurry. Paul figured that Jon was going to keep him in the ready position long enough to sap all his energy. He set his mind to ignoring the pain that was starting to invade his shoulders.
“You still ready, son?”
“Yes, sir!”
“Okay then, we’re almost ready to start. Just one more little detail we need to cover.”
Trader had oriented Paul so that his feet were pointed toward the stage door on the left and his head was generally facing the audience. Jessica appeared again from backstage. She was dressed just as she had been when they last saw her, except her hair was tied up again. She stepped lightly behind the unknowing Paul. After a brief hesitation, the crowd welcomed her enthusiastically while Paul wondered what the commotion was about. Jessica carefully draped herself onto his back. Her outstretched toes were on top of his heels as she stretched herself along his back. She held her head and shoulders up by planting her crossed forearms just below his neck. The pose was decidedly alluring. A dreamy smile spread onto her face. Paul turned his head to try to verify what his back was feeling. A few strands of luxuriant hair that had escaped the clip tickled his crimson face.
Jessica was almost the same height as Paul and just a few pounds lighter. Paul’s weight had nearly doubled.
Now, Trader was ready for him to start. “Okay, candidate. Ready, begin!”
Paul had no idea what the effort would be like to raise his augmented mass. Cautiously, he lowered his chest to the floor and started back up. He made it, but his arms were trembling all the way up. He grunted to himself, “Only nine to go.”
The crowd shouted, “One!” He made it through two more and Jessica decided it was time to turn up the heat. With the requisite flair, she unclipped her hair and shook it loose. It tumbled around Paul’s head to the floor. The sweet herbal aroma of her shampoo surrounded him. The distraction was working. He managed two more, but number five was very shaky. Shaky or not, Jessica was determined to not let the crowd count to ten. She lowered her chest to his back, freeing her hands to caress his chest, and more importantly, his ribs. Paul went down for number six, and was halfway up when Jessica dug her nails into his sides. It was all over. Paul collapsed to the floor. Jessica deftly rolled from his back and was on her feet in one seamless motion. As she walked past Trader, she snapped the twenty from his fingers and continued her unabashedly feminine swagger through the stage door.
Driving through the main gate, the trio was still smiling. It had been a day full of rich experiences and Paul felt the warmth of life in his heart. He had a powerful feeling that the next few years were going to be great ones for him. He couldn’t know yet how wrong that feeling was.
The little airplane droned eastward over a thick stand of pine in southern Alabama. The day was cool and crisp, but with little wind. An overcast layer of thick stratus clouds at 12,000 feet muted the colors of the day and made it look cooler than it was. The clouds signaled the approach of a cold front, but for now, the weather was fine for flying. The air was smooth. There was nothing to disturb the airplane from its flight path. It continued straight ahead with little input from the pilot.
Paul sat in the front seat of the orange and white T-34B, gripping the stick a little too tightly with his right hand. His left hand rested on the pistol grip throttle. He was at once exhilarated and intimidated. He had never been in an airplane that offered such a commanding view outside. The two pilots, in this case instructor and student, sat one behind the other and were enclosed by a Plexiglas canopy that allowed them to see all around and above them. Their view below was only obstructed by the wing. Paul knew, in an academic sense, how to fly the airplane. But he also knew what he didn’t know about flying. He didn’t yet know exactly how the airplane would respond to his inputs. He didn’t know what sensations the airplane would give to him in reply to his inputs. In short, he knew enough to begin learning to fly.
This was Paul’s first flight in the T-34. Officially named Mentor, it was known throughout the Navy as the Teenie Weenie. It was a small airplane, similar in size and weight to most single engine private airplanes. The first flight was designed to introduce Paul to the physical sensation of flight and to the local operating area assigned to the training squadron. The Instructor, Marine Corps Captain Michael J. Oldfield, had done all the flying up to this time. Everyone at the training squadron knew Captain Oldfield as Barney, after the racecar driver. During the flight, he had pointed out the landmarks that defined the boundaries of their operating area and had demonstrated the maneuvers that Paul would be doing himself on the next flight. Barney Oldfield was a natural instructor and loved his work. With that work complete for this flight, he let Paul fly the airplane as they cruised straight and level toward Saufley Field. Paul had memorized all the procedures that his instructor would perform during this flight and answered every question from the instructor correctly. Oldfield was impressed. And now the kid was flying the airplane with a natural touch. Paul Jumper could have the makings of a very good pilot.
~~~~~
Jennifer gripped the halter lightly beneath the horse’s jaw. With her left hand she stroked his muzzle as she backed the animal down the ramp behind the trailer. “Come on, Shiloh, come on out and see your new home.” Her words were soothing but firm. Her father stood by the trailer, watching. He had hauled the horses here from Texas, but now that they were reunited with Jennifer, she was in charge.
Jennifer had lived in the duplex, mostly alone for more than two months. She had done about as much fixing up of the place as she could stand, and she had bought as much furniture as Ben’s meager salary allowed. Even before she had the duplex livable, she began scouting the area for a place to keep the horses. The duplex was on the edge of town and she found plenty of rural property nearby. One pasture caught her eye because it had obviously been a home for horses, but over the course of two weeks, she never saw one there. She located the owners and got them to agree to the use of the pasture in exchange for some repairs and improvements. Ben would need something to keep him busy. Mending the fence and replacing the rotten planks on the shed would keep him occupied. She never considered Ben’s reaction to this tasking. He had never said no to any of her requests.
She was unloading Shiloh first, hoping that his good behavior would be a model for his partner, Vegas. Vegas was a two-year-old quarter horse, a gelding like Shiloh. Unlike Shiloh, Vegas was skittish about almost everything. The horse trailer was no exception. Jennifer handed the lead to Shiloh’s halter to her dad, who walked the horse over to the fence. Jennifer was next to Vegas now. She unhooked his lead from the bar at the front of the trailer and spoke to him softly while rubbing his nose. His large eyes looked warily toward her. She moved her hand up to rub his neck. A gust of cool wind swirled into the rear of the trailer. It fanned Vegas’ haunches just as Jennifer’s arm crossed his eye. The timing of these two small events was bad. Vegas tried to rear up. His head hit the roof with some force, but the noise it made against the thin sheet metal was frightful. Vegas was thoroughly spooked by the time his hooves thundered to the floor. He veered into Jennifer, knocking her backward into the opposite wall. She sank to the wooden deck, winded. Vegas, wide-eyed and very agitated, shifted left and right and stumbled backwards until he was on the ramp. Jennifer’s father returned from tying up Shiloh to see Vegas turn and gallop away from the trailer. Shiloh watched his stable mate impassively.
Jennifer’s dad was by her side in two quick strides. She could barely draw a breath, but she hissed, “I’m fine Dad, but that damned horse is going to learn some manners.” And where is that damned Ben when all the work needs doing, she didn’t say. She stomped out of the trailer yelling, “Vegas!”
~~~~~
The wind picked up and a gust shook the Teenie Weenie. Paul responded with too much control input, which, in turn, shook the airplane more than the gust had. Oldfield grinned. He may be a natural, but he still had plenty to learn. "The air’s getting a little bumpy, huh?”
“Yes sir.”
“Well, just take it easy on the stick. The name of the game is to make small corrections. And to make small corrections, you have to react to the disturbance before it gets too large.”
“Yes sir.”
“You’re doing fine, but we’re getting close to home plate now, so the book says I’m supposed to take over. I’ve got the airplane.”
“You’ve got it, sir.” Paul wiggled the stick and felt Oldfield shake it slightly in reply. Paul released the stick. Oldfield now was flying.
The Navy designed the flying procedures for departing and returning to Saufley Field to function without any radio communication. In truth, because of the volume of T-34 traffic, any attempt to control the airplanes using radio calls from a control tower would be doomed to failure. There would simply be insufficient time to speak the words that would be needed over the radio. The procedure for returning to Saufley was, by far, the most complicated of all the drills the students would learn. There were eighteen steps, many of which referenced other procedures. Paul had memorized the steps, but it made little sense to him. He needed to see what the procedure looked like.
There was a swarm of orange and white airplanes streaming toward the airfield. They were all flying generally from the west, where the practice area was, and by the time they were a few miles from the field, a single-file line of Teenie Weenies had formed. As they approached Saufley, the pilots were aiming their airplanes so that they entered a circle centered on the midpoint of the airfield. The circle was flown counter-clockwise at 1200 feet. You could circle the field as many times as you wanted, but the object was to traverse just enough of the circle to determine which of the six runways was in use. The duty runway was marked by the presence of a Government vehicle carrying the Runway Duty Officer, sitting beside it. The RDO was the only person on the ground allowed to talk on the radio. It was his job to monitor the landing approaches of all the airplanes, and to wave off any airplane whose approach looked unsafe.
After each pilot determined which runway was in use, they turned their plane inward from the circle to line up with that runway, and descended to 800 feet. Usually it became a game of follow the leader, everyone hoping the leader was going the right way. After flying the length of the duty runway, pilots would reverse directions, descend to 500 feet, and fly ‘downwind’ until abeam, or next to the threshold of the runway. This was the beginning of the final, turning approach to the landing. It was of utmost importance to get to the correct abeam position, at the correct altitude, and at the correct airspeed. The entire home field entry procedure, with all its detail, was designed to get you to that point. If the abeam position was correct, then the pilot could fly the rest of the approach by the numbers; using reference altitudes, bank angles, and power settings to sail around an imaginary descending horseshoe turn to a smooth return to the ground. If the abeam position was wrong, then adjustments had to be made during the approach turn. It was easy to make a mistake when the abeam position was wrong.
Barney carried on a running commentary as he flew the home field arrival procedure. They were following close behind another T-34, occupied by only one man. Ensign Barry Love was on his first solo flight.
“Now, you’ve got to keep track of the guy in front of you. But you don’t have to follow him into a mistake he’s making. Fly your own airplane. Make your own decisions.”
Paul was listening intently and trying to absorb everything he was hearing.
“This guy in front of us is flying the circle too wide, and it’s making the rest of us run up his ass. As an instructor, when I see that, I’m thinking, ‘Here’s a guy who is not paying attention, who’s being sloppy, and who’s likely to pull some bonehead move.’ We’ll keep an eye on him, but we’ll concentrate on putting our airplane right where it needs to be.”
Ensign Love was not having a good day. He had always been intimidated by the home field entry procedure on his dual flights. Now, by himself in his airplane, he was overwhelmed. He had been around the 1200-foot circle twice trying to be absolutely certain of the duty runway. Now he was sure about it but he wasn’t happy. Runway 22. It had the reputation of being the most difficult to negotiate. The approach end of the runway extended into the pine forest and sloped down gently maybe twenty feet lower than the rest of the airfield. This meant that the runway had a steady upslope from the pilot’s point of view on the landing approach, and the visual effect was to make the pilot feel that he was too high. Not a significant problem for someone with a little experience. But for Barry Love the problem seemed very large. There was another problem. The trees along the sides of Runway 22 partially blocked the pilot’s view of it at the normal abeam position. The tendency was to fly too close to the runway to keep it in view.
“Damn that kid.” Oldfield was genuinely concerned.
Paul wasn’t exactly sure what his instructor was referring to. He even thought it could be about him. He decided to remain silent.
As if to explain himself, Oldfield continued. “This turkey in front of us has been shaky all around the pattern, and now he’s lining up his downwind too tight. And that means his turn to final will be tight. Do you know what that means, Paul?”
Paul dug through his memory of the pre-flight lectures. “I think he might overshoot the runway and have to wave off.” Then he thought, And that would mean departing the pattern and returning to fly it all over again. I don’t ever want to do that twice in one flight.
“I hope that’s all that happens.” Oldfield’s mind was racing. How do I help this guy out? He couldn’t think of a way to make a radio call that would be effective. He didn’t know his name or call sign. Whoever it was in front of him would probably not realize the call was for him. Oldfield might also confuse a dozen other students in the pattern who heard the call. Finally he settled on calling the Runway Duty Officer. “For the RDO, heads up for the student at the one eighty.” The one eighty was the point where the final turn was commenced to the runway, one hundred and eighty degrees of turn to go.
Ensign Love started the right turn of his final approach to Runway 22. He was still nervous about this particular runway, but he willed himself to calm down, concentrate, and fly the approach. Unfortunately, he had unwittingly succumbed to one hazard of the runway; he was too close abeam. There was not enough room between his airplane and the runway to execute a normal turn. When he was halfway through the turn, he fell prey to the second hazard. He felt like he was too high, so he pulled the throttle back a little more and began descending a little more quickly. With less than ninety degrees of turn to go, Barry Love realized his turn was going to take him wide of the runway. He instinctively rolled in more bank angle and pulled harder on the stick. His turn was still taking him wide of the runway. He pulled a little harder and fed in some right rudder.
The RDO had seen enough. He fired the flare gun kept on the side of the truck while at the same time transmitting on the radio, “Wave off, wave off!”
Ensign Love saw the red flare arcing up from beside the runway and he heard the RDO’s radio call. He didn’t think they had anything to do with him. Here he is working hard to fly the approach, and now the RDO is creating a distraction. But in a moment he realized that the RDO had fired the flare for him. Very quickly, a cold, dark chill descended on him. His approach was not just bad; it was dangerous. His next actions were those of a panicked man. He tried to raise the nose with an abrupt pull on the stick while he added full throttle. The airplane had been on the very edge of a stall for the last few seconds. Now, with the stick almost in his lap, the wings quit flying.
“Shit-shit-shit!” Barney Oldfield was screaming into the intercom. It was all he could do. He knew there were no words that he could compose and transmit, that would have the slightest hope of being understood by the pilot of the airplane in front of him. To himself, and Paul, he screamed, “Fly the procedure, kid!”
It was too late. The deflection of the right rudder, along with the already stalled wings, caused the airplane to rapidly flip on its back, and in an instant Barry was looking straight down at the ground. The airplane accelerated rapidly under the pull of gravity and the power of the engine. It would take only two and a half seconds from the flip to ground impact. A thousand thoughts fought for Barry’s attention, but none of them registered fully. He struggled to back away from the ground. He pushed with all his might against the rudder pedals, trying to force himself back further from the nose of the airplane. Pushing himself against the immovable seat, Barry snapped his left tibia with his adrenaline-charged strength. An instant later the rest of his leg bones were broken as the impact began. His hands, still gripping the throttle and stick were stripped of their thumbs. His chest was crushed as the instrument panel pushed back to the seat. None of this mattered. Barry’s neck was broken before any sensation of pain reached his brain. He didn’t feel the fire that started slowly, and then erupted with a whump to consume his body and most of his airplane.
~~~~~
Jennifer strode toward the fence where Shiloh was tied up. She exaggerated the swing of her arms so Vegas would feel her anger in the sharp pulls on his halter. Reaching the fence, she motioned for her father to untie the other horse and follow her to the gate. With the horses loose now inside the paddock, she busied herself dumping feed into the trough under an old shed at the corner of the fence. Gradually she regained her composure. Her father hadn’t spoken since she stormed after Vegas. He was a man of few words, and he knew when to talk even less.
“Amazing the difference between animals,” he grunted as he hefted a hundred pound feed bag into the shed.
“I was hoping the juvenile delinquent would learn something by watching Shiloh. I guess I hope for too much.” I guess it’s also too much to hope for Ben to take some time off and help out. She knew it was wrong for her to be angry with Ben. He had explained, and she had understood, that while he was a candidate he was not allowed off base except for the weekend. It had nothing to do with what he wanted to do; it was a rule. And he was not about to break a rule and put his future, their future, at risk. He had come too far for that. She understood, but she allowed her anger to run its course. Jennifer could understand Ben’s long-range plan and the attention he would have to devote to it. But she also felt her own, more immediate needs.
As her anger cooled, Jennifer let her mind wander to Ben. Life was much better for Ben now that he was at Saufley Field. He had lasted the twelve weeks of hell under the ‘care’ of a Marine drill instructor, persevering mainly through encouragement from his new friends. Now he was living in the Bachelor Officer Quarters at Saufley. He still was not an officer, so he was doubled up in a room with Paul, whoever that was, but there were no inspections, no drill instructors, and he was learning to fly. He would spend the first four weeks at Saufley as a candidate, then return to NAS Pensacola on a Friday and be commissioned as an Ensign in the United States Navy. On that day, he could move permanently to the duplex with Jennifer and start commuting to Saufley every day, a human being again. He would be at home every evening then, able to help with the hundreds of things to be done to start a life together.
For now, she got to see him from Saturday afternoon until Sunday night. Definitely not enough time to accomplish very much around the house, and certainly too infrequent to satisfy her sexual needs, but it would have to do. He kept promising her that he would be all the man she needed after he was commissioned. She liked to hear him make promises.
Her work at the pasture complete, Jennifer watched her dad back the trailer alongside the fence next to the shed. He stopped on her signal, and together they unhooked it from the truck and chained it to a post.
“I don’t think I’ve thanked you, dad, for all you’ve done for me. I appreciate you taking a week off to get the horses over here.”
“Glad to do it, Honey. Besides, now I don’t have to feed them every day in Nacogdoches.” He gave her a sly grin. Jennifer knew that even though he outwardly minimized his contribution, he had gone to a lot of trouble to make the trip. And she knew he would do it a hundred times over to please her.
“Thanks, dad.” Her eyes were moist. “Now let’s get back home and see if my flyboy will call me.” They both smiled, the love between a father and daughter warming the cab.
~~~~~
Barney Oldfield and his student walked slowly away from the hangar. They had finished making the appropriate entries to the aircraft logbook, and were leaving the maintenance hangar for the squadron ready room.
“Let’s talk about our flight before we discuss Ensign Love.” They had learned his name from the Maintenance Control Chief.
“Yes sir.” Paul was trying to move his mind away from the charred earth a quarter mile short of Runway 22.
“First off, how did you like it? Do you think this is something you want to do?”
“I’ve wanted to fly since I was five, sir, and I’m just real happy to be here.” Paul hoped he didn’t sound too corny.
“Did it feel like you expected? How ‘bout your belly? Did you feel sick?”
“No, I felt fine.” Paul hadn’t even considered that he could get airsick. Flying was his destiny. There was no room for airsickness.
“Well, the flight was just fine. You were very well prepared; I could tell that you’ve been studying. You answered every question I threw at you, and you could even answer a question when you had the stick in your hand. Whatever you’re doing to prepare yourself, keep it up.”
Paul smiled to himself. He had done a lot to prepare, and some of it seemed silly at the time. Now he was glad. He had made flash cards for everything he would have to know while flying the T-34. There were thirty-two of them. He had not rested until they were committed to memory. To help make sure he could recall them under the stress of being airborne, he got Ben to quiz him while he was doing push-ups or jumping jacks in their room. He also recited procedures while he walked himself through imaginary flight patterns around imaginary runways on the floor, going through the motions with imaginary controls in his hands.
“One more thing. A lotta guys hang out at the bar every night, thinkin’ they’re shit-hot. You just keep yourself out of the bar, and be ready to fly every day. That’s the real shit-hot.” Oldfield was using the currently popular phrase describing the image of the quintessential Navy fighter pilot.
Oldfield did not wait for an answer. He stopped at the entrance to the ready room. “Now, about that turkey out there today.”
Paul felt a twinge of guilt to hear the dead treated irreverently.
“He had a severe case of bad hands, and that’s what killed him. I don’t think you’re going to have that problem, and I’m never going to let you solo if you do. So don’t even think about what you saw today.”
Paul wanted to ask more, but realized he probably didn’t know enough yet to discuss the details of the crash. Later, he’d make sure he understood it.
Strangely, both men had a growing sense of muted elation in their chests. Paul had no idea what he was feeling. Barney, the Vietnam helicopter veteran, knew exactly what it was. Cold, dark death had ascended to claim a victim, and it wasn’t him. He felt more alive for escaping death’s sting, even though it wasn’t aimed at him at all.
Ben jumped up to meet him when Paul walked into the ready room. The room, normally quiet, was buzzing with excited chatter about the crash. The discussions were being conducted without the benefit of much hard information. The only thing anyone knew for certain was that an airplane was down and a student was dead. That was information enough to stimulate conversations amongst the living.
“Paul, did you hear about the crash?”
“I watched it happen. Right in front of me.”
“No shit? What happened? Could you tell?” A small group of students gathered around Paul and Ben. None of them said a word as they waited for Paul to speak.
“I don’t know for sure. It happened really fast. I guess he was screwing up his approach because the RDO tried to wave him off. He fired the red flare and everything. I saw the flare go up and when I looked back at the airplane, it had flipped over and was heading straight down. It was no more than two seconds before it hit the ground.”
The group was silent, trying to put Paul’s words into an image they could see in their minds.
One of them asked, “Did it blow up?”
“No, it just crumpled as it hit the ground. But a few seconds later it caught fire pretty good.”
“It looked so weird, seeing the plane we had been following around the pattern suddenly pointing straight down, right in front of us. It’s an image that will stick in my mind.”
“When the airplane was pointing at the ground, were you looking at its belly or the canopy?” The voice was from one of the instructors in the room.
“The canopy, sir”
“We’ll let the investigators do their job, but it sounds like an approach-turn-stall to me. You guys all know the procedure to recover from that, don’t you?”
“Yes, sir,” came from a few voices. All of them vowed to look it up again and make damn sure they did.
The group dispersed to their books of procedures and their own thoughts. Paul and Ben took seats next to each other and continued their discussion in hushed tones.
Paul said, “It feels weird to have someone die while doing the same thing that we are.”
“Yes, it does. It makes me wonder what’s to stop me from doing the same thing he did.”
“Yeah, I know what you mean, but Captain Oldfield said that the guy gooned it pretty good. He said it wouldn’t happen to us.”
“Maybe, but that’s probably what the dead guy’s instructor said, too.”
“Maybe so. Anyway, it makes me want to study even harder.”
Neither man really knew whether Barry Love was a poor pilot or just had a very bad day. Were they any better than him, or was it just a matter of time before some set of capricious circumstances conspired to kill them, too?
Jennifer sat on the vinyl-upholstered couch in the BOQ next to Ben. She was not comfortable. The couch was in a living room of sorts in between the two bedrooms of Suite 207 at the Saufley Bachelor Officer Quarters. The backs of her legs stuck to the vinyl. Every time she crossed and uncrossed her legs, one of them came unstuck with a smack. If only she’d worn her bell-bottoms instead of this skirt.
On the fake wood table in front of them was a Playboy magazine, face down. Jennifer didn’t like the pornographic magazine, but this one had provided some entertainment for her. It was commissioning day, and the four newly commissioned officers were moving out of this section of the BOQ. Ben was moving, at long last, to his duplex with Jennifer. He brought her to the ‘Q’ to meet his former roommates. One by one they stopped into the living room to say hello. One by one they embarrassed themselves by picking up the magazine to see what it was, then quickly flipping it face down again on the table. Jennifer suppressed a smile when Steve did it. She predicted Pete would do the same and was not disappointed.
She started laughing. “Why don’t you boys just get a date?”
Pete and Ben joined her laughter.
Despite the faux pas of the Playboy, she liked these guys. Their eyes were bright with a love of life and a clear view of the future. They were confident in themselves. They were alive while practicing a profession that didn’t allow everyone to live. And they cared for each other. She could sense a degree of selflessness as they talked about the evening. They each made sure the others had a plan for the night. She was excited that Ben was part of such a high-caliber group. She wanted, more now than before, to be part of it too.
They waited for Paul. He was moving his belongings to his new room in an adjacent building. The rooms they had occupied would be used for the next class of AOCs to report to Saufley. Now he had a bedroom and bathroom to himself, and he would share a living room with one other guy. Since Ben was moving off base, Paul got a new suite-mate; Bob McCauley.
Paul opened the door from his room and stepped into the living room. He was wearing blue jeans and a teal-colored Izod shirt. He felt good. There was almost enough hair to hold a part, now, and his eyes sparkled with enthusiasm for the evening. It was great to be a free man.
Jennifer and Ben rose to greet him. The vinyl made the sound of cloth ripping as her legs came unstuck.
Paul held her hand and exaggerated a look at her legs. She had great legs. “I hope that wasn’t too painful.” His face was sincere and his eyes sparkled.
Jennifer stammered some syllables but said nothing, her mouth open. She didn’t know whether to laugh at herself or slap him.
Paul continued. “It’s great to meet you. Ben has told us all about you, all the good stuff.” Paul was aware of her gaping stare as he turned to look at Ben. He was also aware that being near her seemed to warm him inside. “I’m going to miss you, Ben, but I won’t miss those little moans you make when you call her name in the middle of the night,” Paul continued.
Jennifer was visibly agitated, on the verge of being extremely angry. She slapped Ben on the shoulder. “Ben! Do something!”
“What would you like me to do, dear?” Ben knew, of course, that there was nothing to do. Now Jennifer was a little angry, but not at Paul.
Paul was amazed at how easy it was to push her off balance, and pleased that he was so comfortable talking to her. He assumed it was because she was not a potential girlfriend. She was engaged to Ben; practically married to him. There was no reason for Paul to worry how he came across to her.
They all sat down, Paul taking his place in the chair adjacent to Jennifer’s side of the couch. He picked up the magazine. Jennifer got ready to laugh at his embarrassment. But instead of flipping it back down on the table, he held it face up, pretending to study the cover intently. He turned slowly to look at Jennifer.
“Really, Jennifer,” he said with an earnest, low voice, “I don’t think you need this to get Ben going tonight. And I’m a little upset you would besmirch our suite with this kind of material.”
If Jennifer had been drinking something, it would have been sprayed across the room. Thoroughly flustered, she got up to leave. Her legs made the sound again. Paul cast a glance downward again, with mock concern on his face. Jennifer wanted to be out of the room, fast, and she pulled Ben up to join her.
Announcing the obvious, she said, “We’re leaving now. It was, uh, nice to meet you.”
“It was nice to meet you, too. You two make a handsome couple.” His sincere words defused the developing tension.
“Thanks.” The word was spoken softly, and she stopped her march to the door to look at Paul.
Standing, he returned the look. She was a lovely girl, but the real magic lay in her eyes, and in the way they were looking at Paul. Paul let his gaze sink deep into her soul. It was really, really nice to meet you, he didn’t need to say. It was only then that he remembered the Christmas photograph. Ben caught up with her and they were out the door with bright good-byes. The moment was over. By the time Paul got to the O’Club, he had forgotten it.
The Pensacola Officer’s Club was filled to capacity with party-minded people. The scene dazzled Paul as he stepped through the door with McCauley. Most people in the crowd were Navy officers. Some were in uniform, stopping for a prolonged happy hour on the way home for the weekend. Many, like Paul, were in civilian clothes and ready for a night out. There were a few in flight suits, standing at the bar in animated conversation. Paul felt like having a good time. A good time that was well deserved after a week’s hard work, and made sweeter by this being his first day as an officer.
But not everyone in the club was a serviceman. There was a large contingent of women from Pensacola and the surrounding area. They were welcomed on the base on Friday nights by merely presenting a smile to the gate guards. Paul turned to Bob and leaned in so he could be heard. “This could be fun!”
McCauley nodded absently, his wide eyes confirming his agreement. They picked their way through the crowd toward the dining room. The special was Mongolian Barbecue.
“I have no idea what that is.” McCauley wrinkled his face into a grimace.
Paul raised his hand toward the nearest waiter. “Two specials and two Buds over here, please.”
“I don’t drink, Paul.” Bob’s face was earnest, apologetic.
“Okay, good.” Paul turned to the approaching waiter. “Make that two specials and two cokes.”
“I don’t know if I want a Mongolian, either.” Bob still had the look on his face.
“You risk your life in a tin can teeny weenie, and you’re afraid of food?” Paul was giving Bob his warmest smile. “You’re having the special.”
~~~~~
Ben was asleep. Jennifer was happy she had maintained the usual control of her man. In the usual way, she thought. But she was alone now, as she studied herself in the mirror. I wonder if all men are as easily satisfied. Probably so. She was only partly aware of the insistent hunger that lingered in her loins. Remember, Ben is the man for you, your choice, she told herself. Ben is just fine in bed. Definitely more civilized than most and probably just as talented as any. Jennifer didn’t know where this analysis came from. She had never been with another man.
The next morning was clear and crisp. Ben was awake early and was happily engaged in the first on a list of projects that Jennifer wanted done around the house. He was stripping the old wallpaper from the master bathroom. He hummed a non-tune while he worked.
Jennifer was awake, but not letting on. She didn’t mind awakening early, but she was certainly not the chipper morning person she saw in Ben. She listened to him work. He seemed happy as he pulled and scraped on the old paper. The night before he argued against the project. They would be in the duplex only a few months, so it made no sense to expend a lot of effort on it. Jennifer was adamant and Ben didn’t see it as a large enough issue to fight over. He dropped all his reasoning in favor of harmony between them. And the harmony blossomed into a sweet few minutes between the sheets, followed by blissful sleep. For Ben.
He seemed further away now as she sought to understand the concept that began to form in her mind. So that was it. She would reward his acquiescence to her needs with the promise of a few minutes of pleasure. Was it really that simple?
It was too easy. Her ability to lead Ben in the right direction was powered by her innate, feminine attributes. And she also acknowledged that the use of her feminine skills would offer pleasure for her. It was an altogether suitable design. So Ben will always do what I want, and my contribution is an easy one. Then she paused. Was it only a matter of ‘tit for tat’, merely a barter system between the two partners? Maybe there was more. Something richer and more intimate that she would learn over the years. But for now, she was content that there was a workable plan.
“Good mornin’, Honey.” She stretched out completely, feeling sensuous in the warm bed clothing. “Why don’t you come back to bed for a few minutes?”
The words surprised both of them. Ben didn’t know she was awake. Jennifer was not consciously aware she wanted him in bed again. She was curious how the question had been formed without her active participation. She was also curious to hear what Ben’s response would be.
“Good morning to you, sleepy head.” Ben stepped to the bedroom door and smiled at her. He held the scraper in one hand and a shard of wallpaper in the other. His pose made it clear that he wasn’t planning to return to bed. “I’m all dirty, Jen. And besides, if I keep at it, I can have the old stuff stripped off and ready for the new paper by the time the wallpaper store opens.”
Jennifer flopped onto her stomach and pulled the comforter over her head. A muffled “Okay, fine,” was all she said. Her husband-management plan didn’t seem so workable, now. Not when he doesn’t want his reward. After a few moments of pouting, she slid the covers out of the way and slipped down the hall to the other bathroom.
Ben noticed she was up and followed her to the door. “Honey, I was thinking. Why don’t we work on the bathroom real hard, finish it by early afternoon, and take the horses out for a long ride.”
She turned her head to the closed door between them. He is a considerate guy. Not staying completely with me this morning, but catching up fast. Obviously trying to please me.
“Okay.” She paused for a moment, becoming more and more pleased with Ben. “Let’s do.”
~~~~~
Paul sat on the big motorcycle and eased it upright from its leaning position on the kickstand. It was a heavy machine, but it felt balanced and manageable to him. He was standing, now, straddling the bike in a long row of gleaming new Hondas. After going back and forth between this one and a similar, but slightly larger machine, he had made his decision.
“Can I pick it up this afternoon?” He would get McCauley to drive over with him so he could ride his new toy to Saufley. The salesman walked off to check with his manager. This scene was being repeated at a number of car dealerships around Pensacola. Young men were committing a sizeable portion of their monthly pay to the privilege of driving a shiny new car. To most, it seemed a fitting testimony of their freedom and new status in the world. Paul, bitten by the motorcycle ‘bug’ in college, and already owning a car, saw this as an opportunity to explore another kind of transportation; a new thrill.
The salesman came back. “Just give us a couple of hours to service it and do the paperwork, then it’s all yours.”
“See you this afternoon.” Paul walked off the showroom floor of Hess Motorcycles feeling on top of the world.
Stan Mangum grumbled as he fumbled with the coffeepot. This was his third cup and it was only ten a.m. The problem was, it was ten a.m. on a Saturday and there was little to do but drink coffee. Stan would have been happier if there was a reason to be at the office, but he was there only because the district chief had decided there should be a duty agent present on weekends just in case some bad guy needed investigating right then.
Mangum was a junior agent with the Naval Investigative Service. The NIS acted as a detective service, investigating crimes committed by service members. Their main focus was on crimes such as fraud, misuse of government equipment, or theft of government property. They could also act as extensions of Federal, State, and local law enforcement agencies for other criminal activities suspected to be committed by Navy people. He sipped his coffee and tried to concentrate on a report he had started on Wednesday. The day outside was gorgeous, making it hard for him to keep his mind on the job.
The door to the NIS office burst open and a young enlisted woman in her dungarees breezed into the room. She was a little overweight, but had a pleasant face and engaging smile.
“Message traffic, sir.” She placed a stack of papers in the wire frame basket near the door. It was marked “INCOMING”. She turned and said, “Have a good one, sir,” and was out the door.
“Thank you.” Stan was talking to the closed door. The girl’s fleeting presence gave Stan a little energy, and the papers gave him some menial work to do. He dropped his pencil in mid-sentence, and stopped thinking about the report. He ambled over to the papers. Sorting through the messages and routing them to the appropriate recipients would kill another thirty minutes.
Stan Mangum had arrived at this point in his life through a circuitous passage. He had never planned to be an agent for the NIS. In fact, he had not heard of the NIS until a year and a half ago, and it was during a bad time for him. Stan was in Pensacola. He was a Navy student pilot that wasn’t making it. He had always dreamed of being a pilot, especially a Navy pilot. The rugged looking carrier-based fighters, the sharp uniforms, and the world travel all appealed to him strongly. But flying itself was tough on Stan. He got violently ill on the first flight in the T-34, and even though he fought that problem and almost had it under control, the physical distraction it caused was just too much. He did not progress at the minimum rate proscribed by the Navy. After a number of failed flights, second chances, and review boards, Stan washed out. It happened one week before his commissioning.
The Navy was somewhat sympathetic toward him. In particular, one Senior Chief in the NAS administrative office took an interest in the distraught kid. He showed Stan a list of Federal offices that supported the Navy, and helped him get information on job opportunities in them. Stan took a mild interest in the NIS and soon found himself employed by them. After criminology training in the Washington, D.C. area, and a one-year posting in Norfolk, Stan was back in Pensacola. It was a bittersweet assignment. He was right back ‘in’ the Navy and stationed in one of its premier locations. His challenge was to not let himself become bitter over his lost opportunity as he watched others capture theirs.
Mangum’s interest was captured by a message about halfway down the stack. It was from NIS headquarters in Washington and it warned of the possibility of increased drug traffic, specifically marijuana, coming from South-central Mexico across the Gulf into the Gulf coast states. One method of delivery might be low-level night flights by small airplanes that would either drop their cargo into, or land on grass fields a few miles from the coast, but near major cities, the report went on to say.
Stan didn’t have a solid grasp of the idea in his head, but something was turning over in there that kept him coming back to the airplane delivery possibility. He scribbled a note on the message before stuffing it into his boss’s mail slot: “A lot of pilots and ex-pilots in this area. Would the druggies come looking for short-term employees here?”
After finishing the message-sorting job, Stan went back to his desk. The idea that had haunted him a few minutes ago was still there, trying to take a more concrete form. But he shook it off. He had taken all the action needed by writing the note to his boss. Stan got back to the drudgery of his overdue report.
The Squadron Duty Officer put down the phone and looked out across the ready room. It was about the size of a college classroom and was filled with student pilots studying for their next flight. In the back of the room was a small lounge area with two couches and a coffee table. The SDO occupied a desk in the front, next to the door that led to the flight line. The mood in the ready room always seemed hushed and expectant. Most of the students were deep in thought as they studied for, and worried about, their next flight.
He didn’t need this distraction. The SDO was busy enough without extra tasks, no matter how small. During the workday, he was constantly engaged in running the flight schedule, matching students to instructors, then matching them to the available airplanes. He had to keep a log, an official record, of every flight, including takeoff and landing times and whether or not the objectives of the flight had been met. He had a direct line to the maintenance department with the ‘bat-phone’ and was on it all the time, coordinating with the maintenance chief how best to use the airplanes. There were never quite enough of them to conduct the flight schedule as written. And of course, there were interruptions to the flow of operational business caused by phone calls like the one that he just received.
It was no wonder his tone was gruff when he stood to get the ready room’s attention. “Ensign Jumper, Ensign Logan, and Ensign Swift, front and center!”
Paul jumped when he heard his name. He wasn’t scheduled to fly until the afternoon, so he could think of no reason the duty officer would want to see him. As he closed his notebook and got up from his seat, he noticed Ben looking his direction with a questioning look on his face. The three of them made their way to the SDO desk and stood facing the duty officer.
“I don’t know what this is about, but you are all to report to the base CO’s office ASAP.” The SDO paused as he shuffled the flight schedule into his hand. He continued, “Ensign Swift, you fly in an hour, so if you get there and see you’re not going to make it back in time, call back and let me know right away.”
Ben nodded, “Yes sir. Uh, sir, do you know what they want?”
“You are apparently not listening very well, Ensign Swift. I don’t know, and I don’t want to know. All I know is you better not screw up my flight schedule!”
Paul’s face remained impassive, but he was seething inside. So much for our elevated status as officers in the United States Navy, this guy’s making sure we understand we’re just a little bit below whale shit. Glad I don’t fly with this one.
The duty officer saw something in Paul’s look. He knew he was being a little too imperious with these guys. He was in their shoes just a few years earlier, after all. “Look, guys,” he said in a more subdued voice, “I really don’t know what this is about, so you’ll just have to go and find out. The CO’s office is the second building down on the main drag, second deck. Let me know what’s going on.”
“Aye, aye, sir,” the group said, almost in unison, as they headed for the door that led to the street. None had ever been summoned to see anyone, before, and the talk as they walked down the street was full of speculation. Paul was mentally trying to piece together what the three of them had in common, but he couldn’t come up with anything.
They entered the Commanding Officer’s office and let the yeoman at the front desk know that they were there. “Are you supposed to see the skipper, gents?” the young enlisted man asked.
“We were just told to come to his office. We don’t know why,” Ben volunteered.
“Do you have an appointment?” The yeoman was a little perplexed. It was clear that he didn’t know why they were there either.
“I think they may be here to see us.” The voice belonged to a Lieutenant wearing gold wire-rimmed glasses and a belt that was a little too small for his belly. Next to him was a trim and erect man in his fifties, also wearing spectacles and carrying a rosewood pipe. He motioned for the three Ensigns to join them in a small conference room adjoining the room where they stood.
“Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Lieutenant Fontenot from the Training office, Mainside. This is Dr. Targon from the University of West Florida.”
Logan thought, They’re going to do some kind of medical or psychological research on us and it’s going to screw up our training. This is not for me.
Fontenot continued, “You three, along with nine others, are being considered for a joint Navy-UWF program that we’ve been running for about a year, now. You are here because your undergraduate degrees are all in technical fields, and you are in the upper quarter of your flight school class. They tell me you should all get jets, if you want them.”
The last part of the Lieutenant’s statement caused a stir amongst them. They all wanted to fly jets, but this was the first clue that any of them had heard that suggested it could happen.
Fontenot went on, “In this program you will work toward a master’s degree in Aeronautical Systems while you are going through basic and advanced jet training. You should get your master’s at about the time you get your wings.” The Lieutenant paused to let the information sink in. “Does this sound interesting to any of you?”
The information was sinking in rather slowly. None of the three had ever heard of the program, and hearing about it now was the last thing they expected.
The questions formed slowly. Logan was first. “Do we go to the university at night?”
“Good question.” Fontenot looked displeased with himself for not explaining this part already. “No, you won’t. You would start in March, the Spring quarter, and classes are in the morning, with flying in the afternoon. Every quarter we swap the flying and class work back and forth, but we never send you to class at night.” Fontenot shifted in his seat, looking slightly uncomfortable. “To be honest, this is a difficult program, and you will probably spend most of your evenings preparing for school, or for your next day’s flying. I also believe there is a fair bit of night flying to occupy your evenings. All in all, it’s something of a sacrifice for you, but you’ll come away with a master’s degree, and the Navy will get some pilots with higher education in a relevant field.”
“Dr. Targon, would you like to tell them a little about the course work?”
The distinguished looking professor very succinctly described the curriculum to the curious officers. The course work ranged from aerodynamics to meteorology and was, indeed, designed to improve their understanding of everything related to flying. There would be no thesis required. Instead, a group project would be assigned that would require them to draw upon all they learned in the program.
As the group pondered the academician’s words, Fontenot spoke again. “Maybe you’ve put this together already, but signing up for this program guarantees that you stay in Pensacola until you get your wings.” He paused again to let the new information settle. There were four places where students could go for jet training. The other three spots were definitely second rate compared to Pensacola.
Paul made his decision quickly. He realized there was little hard information to help him understand what the program would be like or whether it would really help him professionally, but an extra year in Pensacola was appealing. He also was flattered to be selected for something exclusive. He told Fontenot to sign him up. Logan quickly followed suit. Ben asked for some time to check with his fiancée.
After shaking hands with Fontenot and Targon, they walked back to the squadron. Their steps were a little lighter. Ben was hoping Jennifer would say yes. Paul talked about getting an apartment near the beach. Approaching the door to the ready room, they stopped. Paul said, “You know, guys, there’s no such thing as a free lunch. This program could be miserably hard.”
“Yeah,” said Steve, “And it all falls apart if we don’t get jets.”
“Right,” it was Paul again. “We better forget about being so special for a while, and keep our noses to the grindstone. None of us have even soloed yet, and we’re thinking of ourselves as jet-jock Einsteins.”
Laughing, they stepped into the ready room. Their mood was in stark contrast to the atmosphere in the room. They may as well have been three drunks stumbling into Sunday Mass. The duty officer glared in their direction, quickly deflating their exuberance, but not their spirits. A few minutes later, he spoke, “Ensign Swift, you’re flying with the CO. Wait for him in Briefing Room Three.”
Commander Tom Gravely was a busy man. With all his administrative duties, the commanding officer found it difficult to carve out time to go flying. He liked to fly, but he didn’t have the passionate love for it he saw in some of his colleagues, and it was certainly hard work sitting behind a student pilot. They were always full of surprises, some of which could kill you both. He had been CO of VT-1 for a year and had begun to view flying as an annoying interruption to his other, more pressing duties. He hoped that today’s student held no surprises for him.
Commander Gravely stepped into Briefing Room Three and was greeted by the boyish, smiling face of Ensign Benjamin Swift. “Good morning, sir! Ensign Swift, ready for PS-10, sir.” Pre-solo flight ten was Ben’s tenth flight in the Teenie Weenie. Two more flights and, if all went well, he would be declared safe for solo.
Gravely gave Ben a thinly veiled cynical look. “Good morning.” Why is this kid so happy? Not a very appropriate demeanor for a child with less than fifteen hours flying time in the Navy.
Gravely did not smile. He did nothing to make Ben feel at ease. “Brief me on today’s flight.” Gravely listened impassively as Ben enthusiastically described the content of the flight. Ben’s seemingly inconsistent ebullience began to get on Gravely’s nerves. By the end of Ben’s briefing, the Commander’s disposition was unquestionably unpleasant.
~~~~~
Agent Mangum was sitting in front of his boss’s desk. The man had summoned him to his office, asked him to sit down, and now was reading something without speaking. What a rude old bastard. Stan used the moment to reflect on the sight before him. His boss, the district chief, was agent Don McGeehy. McGeehy was fifty-nine, tired, and a man who had always imagined himself a shrewd, intelligent, and effective detective. Unfortunately, he had never really worked hard enough to achieve the substance of that image, and would have been a source of disappointment in any other agency but the NIS. Here, by virtue of his longevity, certainly not his ability, he was the king of his world.
Mangum waited. McGeehy absently scratched his belly through the tightly stretched polyester shirt and grunted his approval of the document in his hand. He appeared ready to address his subordinate. It also appeared that he had forgotten what he wanted to say. Mangum thought, The freaking jerk, he can’t remember why he called me here. God, I wonder if he was ever in the game, or if he’s always been totally out to lunch.
The light came on in McGeehy’s brain. “I read your comment on that traffic from headquarters. I think you might have something worth looking into, there. Pensacola is full of pilots and wanna-be pilots that could be ripe for recruiting into a little fast-cash flying. I’m not sure how we go about it, but it would be worthwhile to keep our ears to the ground for any action like that.”
Mangum was flattered that the boss was following up on his idea and his attitude toward McGeehy improved a little. But then the silence lingered too long and he realized that his boss had nothing constructive to add to his idea and was waiting for Mangum to develop it.
“Okay, sir.” Mangum paused, wondering if McGeehy would take the credit for whatever he came up with. “I can make a few calls around the base to get some ideas about where to poke our noses.”
“Good. Let me know if there are any arms you need twisting.” McGeehy gave a knowing smile.
Mangum doubted McGeehy had the energy to lean on anyone. He’d cave as soon as the arm twisted back. Stan smiled at his boss. “I’ll get on the phone and let you know if I need any help.” He got up to leave.
“Good work, son.” McGeehy didn’t want his moment of sovereignty to end.
“Thank you, sir. I’ll get right back to you.”
Stan hurried back to his desk. He sat down with no clear idea of what to do. But Stan had a skill he wasn’t fully aware of, yet. When faced with unknown territory, he seldom retreated within himself to think out his course of action. Instead, he reached out for someone to talk to. His skill lay in the fact that he didn’t need an answer from the consultant. But by engaging in the conversation he could find his own answer.
Ironically, this very skill was part of the reason he had been a poor pilot. Sometimes, in those occasional frantic moments in an airplane, his mind had cried out for a consultant when what it really needed was its own quick decision.
Stan placed a call to Lieutenant Doug Peters, the Administrative Officer of VT-4, one of the jet training squadrons at the air station. Stan and Doug had become acquainted through the competitive racquetball ladder at the air station’s recreation center.
“Hey Doug, how’s your corner shot?”
“Better than yours, Stan. Are we still on for Friday?”
“Yes we are, and I can see I need to beat a little humility into you. Again.”
“But I’m calling about something else, today. I need to bounce something off you. You got a minute?”
“Always. Shoot.”
Stan outlined the message traffic, his idea, and the tasking he received from McGeehy. He went on, “The trouble is, this is a huge effort if we try to watch all the pilots around here. I’m just not sure how to proceed. We don’t have any suspects and we don’t have a crime that we’re aware of. Just a possibility that one could happen.”
Doug had been thinking while Stan spoke. “Well, to start with ol’ buddy, you’re going to have to narrow your focus. A lot. And I would suggest you do that by ignoring all the active duty pilots on the base.” He let those words sink in for a moment. Then, “There are two good reasons I say that. The first is, the Old Man’s gonna be highly pissed if the NIS places any of his boys under surveillance, or even suspicion, without some strong ‘probable cause’. The second is that you’d be wasting your time on the active duty guys. They all have too much to lose. The ‘lifers’ aren’t going to want to screw up their careers with even a hint of a chance of getting nailed on some drug charge, and most of the others are rushing the airlines and don’t want to piss that away for the same reason. Sure, you might miss one or two potential bad guys, but you could put out a ton of wasted effort and miss them anyway. Better to concentrate on a more likely population.”
“Okay. Got any ideas on likely groups?” Stan was forming some ideas in response to his own question, but he was intrigued with the insight his friend was showing. He waited for Doug’s answer.
“I don’t know, but maybe you should go after ex-Navy pilots that are disgruntled for one reason or another. Like guys that were forced to resign for not making rank, or even young guys who washed out of flight school, but pursued some kind of civilian training. Hell, there could even be some DOR’s from AOCS with something to prove to themselves that could get caught up in drug running. I think there are a lot of possibilities out there.”
Stan’s thoughts were running right with Doug’s, now. He continued for him, “We could run a check through NAS Personnel to find out who stayed in the area after getting the boot from the Navy. Then we could check with our friends in local law enforcement to see if any of those people have been misbehaving. Sometimes small offenses are indicators of bigger trouble.”
“Sure, but before you go checking for criminal records, it would make sense to narrow your focus some more. Check at the local civilian airports to see if any from your ‘disgruntled group’ are doing any flying. No sense chasing down anyone who’s thrown in the towel for aviation.”
Stan thanked his friend for the help, and after a few more joking comments about Doug’s racquetball skills, he hung up the phone. Neither of them knew how close to the mark this unlikely team of a junior agent and a squadron administrative officer was.
The agent resisted the urge to tell his boss about his phone conversation and forced himself to work on something unrelated for the next hour. Then he decided to give the idea some more thought, sleep on it, and see how it felt tomorrow. If it appeared sound to him in the morning he would brief it to McGeehy.
~~~~~
Ben’s flight with Gravely couldn’t have been more miserable. He learned a lot during the flight, but nothing about flying. He learned that the attitude of the instructor, the way he perceived the student, was just as important as the degree of skill the student demonstrated. He could do nothing right for the man. His perky attitude in the brief was quickly reduced to one of merely surviving the hour and fifteen minutes in the air.
For his part, Commander Gravely allowed his foul mood to grow into anger and his anger into sarcastic, loud commentary. His rage blinded him to the good qualities that Ben exhibited and magnified the severity of the mistakes he made. He was so angry that he couldn’t fly very well either. On the several occasions he attempted to demonstrate a maneuver, he got it wrong and Ben learned nothing from it.
The sortie was a waste of time. An outside observer would have seen the impossible emotional environment of the flight and recommended re-flying it with no penalty to the student. Gravely at first wanted to give Ben a ‘Down’, unsatisfactory performance for the flight. What he settled for was even worse for Ben. If he had called it a ‘Down’, Ben would get a couple of extra flights with his regular instructor before continuing the program. That instructor would see that the bad flight was an aberration, grade him well during the extra flights, and send him into the remainder of the syllabus no worse for the experience. Instead, the CO graded most of the maneuvers as ‘Below Average’, leaving Ben with a grade for the flight that would drag down his overall grade, and his standing in the class.
Ben went home that day thinking his world had crumbled. The master plan he had woven in his mind was unraveling before he really got started on it. And it had come completely out of the blue. One moment he was on top of the world, his future career being promised an unexpected enhancement. The next he was being shown what an utterly hopeless pilot he was. This, of course, wasn’t true. Ben’s negative view of his case was magnified by the verbal abuse he had received from Gravely. It wouldn’t feel so negative once the sting of the CO’s words abated. But for now, he was depressed.
He walked through the door of the duplex wearing a bleak look. Jennifer recognized a problem right away and was surprised that her first reaction was anger. She managed to conceal it by putting a worried look on her face while she grappled with the source of her wrath.
“Honey, what’s wrong? You look like somebody died.” Her voice was sweet but her eyes were hard. I’ve been stuck here all day, no one to talk to but myself and a couple of horses, and you walk in carrying a problem from work. You’re going to want my sympathy and I’m going to get none from you. Well, fine. Let’s hear it. “What happened? Was it something about your flight?” She softened a little as she led him to the couch.
Ben slumped onto the couch with a long sigh. “I had a lousy flight today.” He put his head in his hands and rubbed his eyes a long time. “I had a different instructor, an old guy, and he made me feel about two feet tall.” Ben continued with the details of the briefing and the flight, and ended with an assessment of his chances of getting jets. “I may not be in the running for jets, anymore.”
“How do you know that? It’s based on your class standing, right? I’m sure everyone has a bad flight somewhere along the way. You’re no different.” Jennifer was having a hard time believing that one flight could make so much difference.
“I don’t think anyone else has had one this bad. I’ve never heard them talk about it, anyway.”
Jennifer had been warming to his needs, but Ben was feeling sorry for himself, now, and she had no time for that. “But you don’t know that! And you can’t worry about that anyway. Look, let’s think about what you can do, now that you’ve had one bad day.” She paused, trying to think of some related experience she could draw on. “It just seems that if you fly the rest of your flights well, you can make up for this one.”
“Yeah, maybe so.” Ben wasn’t ready to move on yet. He couldn’t imagine doing well on any flight with his current confidence level. Still worse, he dreaded the possibility of another flight with Gravely.
Jennifer struggled to find something concrete Ben could do to assuage the feeling of inadequacy today’s flight had given him. “Is there some method to appeal the grades you get on a flight, anyone you can talk to?”
“I don’t know. Maybe. I’m not sure I want to, it might just make it worse.”
“You’re right, I’m not sure I would either.” She changed her tack, “Well, why don’t you just study extra hard for the next flight and try to forget about this one. You can’t undo what happened, but you can do your best to make all the remaining flights good ones.”
“That’s a good idea, dear. I’ll hit the books and maybe try some new methods to rehearse for each flight. I thought it was nuts, but I could try Paul’s flashcard method. I’ll give him a call.” Ben was rambling now, but he was starting to attack his problem. He walked to the phone in the kitchen and dialed Paul’s number.
Jennifer was satisfied that Ben was okay and she suppressed the feeling, for the moment, that he had done nothing for her, yet. “I’ll make us some dinner.”
Paul guided the T-34 toward the runway at Baron Field, Alabama. One of seven outlying airports used for practice landings by the student pilots in VT-1, it was little more than an open field with three concrete runways arranged in a lopsided triangle. The squadron sent a fire truck and crew to Baron and the other outlying fields every morning to provide rescue services in the event of a crash. The truck was the only ‘structure’ on the airfield.
He was flying PS-12; the twelfth pre-solo flight. This flight was the most important flight, for the student and the instructor, in the rigorously structured training plan. It was the safe-for-solo check ride, nick-named the ‘twelve-check’ by the squadron.
Some weren’t ready to solo at this point. They were given as many as two extra flights in which to further hone their skills, but if the twelve-check couldn’t be passed on the third attempt, the pilot was washed out.
Paul did not worry seriously about washing out, but he was concerned about continuing the solid performance he had turned in to date. Oldfield had done a good job with Paul and had sung his praises to his fellow instructors. But Paul was flying with a different instructor today, only the second time he had flown with someone other than Oldfield.
It was early morning and, as they’d seen for much of the winter, gray and overcast. The clouds were up high, though, and did not interfere with the flight. In fact, Paul couldn’t have hoped for a better day for his twelve-check. The air was smooth, the breeze light from the northeast. Nothing about the weather would interfere with the most important part of the flight, the landings. It was near the end of the flight and Paul had already demonstrated his ability to fly the airplane through normal and emergency situations. He had stalled the airplane and recovered, put the airplane into a spin and recovered, and responded to several hypothetical emergencies, all of his work satisfying the instructor. Everything had gone smoothly enough to this point. Now he had to prove that he could consistently and safely bring the airplane back to the ground.
He handled the T-34 with a deft touch. Barney Oldfield’s words on their first flight had remained with him. He constantly reminded himself to very quickly respond to deviations from the desired flight path but to respond with small control inputs. The earlier the deviations were detected, the smaller the control inputs could be. It was largely a matter of concentration. With his mind focused on the task, Paul flew the airplane like a pro. He was able to see, sometimes even feel, deviations from the desired airspeed or glide path when they were quite small and he moved the stick almost imperceptibly. He was not, however, a pro yet. With barely fifteen hours of flight time in his logbook he was a long way from having the experience he would need to interpret everything an airplane could tell him.
As he sailed toward his first touch-and-go landing at Baron Field, Paul made a crucial mistake. The mistake had nothing to do with the actual control of the airplane. Instead, it was an error in attitude. His mistake was to allow himself a moment to reflect on how smoothly the flight was going. I can’t believe it’s finally happening. I am a pilot now. I’m flying this airplane with absolutely no help, and I’ve been doing that for the last five flights. I’m sliding down to the runway as if on rails and I can feel a perfect landing waiting to happen. When the instructor sees the landing, he may ask for one or two more, but then he’s going to climb out and let me do it on my own. Paul knew the drill from his conversations with those who had already completed the twelve-check.
In the back seat Captain Tom Geren was thinking similar thoughts. A Marine helicopter pilot and contemporary to Oldfield, he had heard Oldfield’s acclaim of Jumper. Barney’s right. The kid does fly as if he’s been doing it all his life.
The daydream only lasted a second. Paul’s mind returned to the task of flying before he even realized it had been absent. But it was a critical absence. Paul had set the throttle a little too far back before the mental lapse. As a result, the airplane was slowing down and starting to sink a little too fast. His mental furlough caused him to not notice the problem until it was well developed and getting worse. The euphoria he had enjoyed for a moment evaporated into a sense of disbelief as he saw the airplane decelerating and sinking at an alarming rate toward the ground. His overreaction was both predictable and extreme. He jammed the throttle fully forward while yanking the stick halfway into his lap. His grip on the controls was no longer dexterous and light. He was squeezing them with all his strength, much too tightly for smooth control of the machine.
As the power of the engine took effect the little airplane lurched upward, climbing quickly higher than it should have been. Paul punched the stick forward, lifting himself and Geren out of their seats and against their harnesses. Too late, he pulled the throttle back. The airplane was racing toward contact with the runway. Paul had a fleeting image of Barry Love’s airplane flipping and diving toward the Earth. The image blinked out as the nose wheel hit the runway and Paul moved the stick toward his lap again. This action slammed the main wheels into the concrete and the airplane leapt back into the sky. Paul continued his exaggerated control inputs, made just a little too late each time, and the airplane bounced on and off the runway like a wounded porpoise.
Gradually the bounces diminished and Geren, shaken from his own reverie, managed to say, “Okay, just let it roll to the end on this one.” Paul was catching up with the airplane and managed to stop the bouncing. After traveling half of the runway he had it under control. He let the airplane roll to the end and then turned left onto the taxiway.
“Okay. Let’s taxi back to the approach end and get back in the pattern,” Geren chuckled. Even though the landing had shaken Paul’s nerve and confidence, Geren knew it wasn’t unsafe, just amateurish. The crash crew had barely shifted in their seats as they watched. The instructor said nothing as Paul slowly taxied back to the beginning of the runway. It would have been nice to tell his student not to worry about it; everyone makes a bad landing from time to time. But the point today was to make sure the student could keep going, could safely continue the flight on his own even after ‘gooning’ a portion of it. Geren was silent.
When Paul reached the ‘hold short’ area at the approach end of the runway, Geren broke his silence. “No need for another run-up, just do a normal takeoff and turn downwind into the touch and go pattern and let’s pick up where we left off.”
“Yes sir.” Paul was as deflated as he had ever been in the cockpit, but he was happy to be given a task. He set out to do it right.
His next three landings were good but not spectacular. Paul’s control of the airplane lacked the smooth, confident touch that characterized it before. His flying technique had the markings of a diligent student rather than a natural pilot and he was not happy with himself. He did not yet understand what had caused the miserable first landing so he was engaging the subsequent ones with all the concentration he could muster. His flying felt mechanical to him. He felt he had lost the coordination that marked the first part of the flight. He believed that Geren was using this extra pattern work to help him ‘get back on the horse’ and regain his confidence before returning to base and giving him a ‘down’ for the flight. Might as well make the best of it. Maybe I can solo next time.
Paul couldn’t know that the next time was now. Geren was pleased with what he saw. This above-average student had conducted the first half of the flight as though he was an instructor. Then he pulled a boner of a landing. Probably got distracted over something. We'll talk about it when we get back. Then he flew three of the most precise, if a little mechanical, landings Geren had ever seen from a student. He’s ready.
“Make this one a full stop landing,” Geren said as Paul turned onto final.
“Yes, sir.” Paul began to analyze the implications of Geren’s command, then stopped himself. He wasn’t taking any more mental vacations during this flight. Or any other flight again.
Paul landed and taxied clear of the runway. He could see Geren squirming in the back cockpit. He took a moment to reflect on the reason for stopping. I guess we’re going to discuss the flight while sitting safely on the ramp. He’s probably going to chew my ass. I wonder what he’s doing back there.
“Take us over to the edge of the ramp by the crash truck and park.”
Paul did as he was told without a word. He stopped the plane ten paces from the truck.
Geren said, “I’m going over to see if the crash crew has any coffee. While I’m gone, I want you to do a few landings. Make it three. See if this thing will fly with nobody in the back seat.”
Paul was stunned. He said nothing.
“Ensign Jumper?”
“Yes, sir. Uh, three landings. I’ll be right back.” It was a stupid statement, but all he could think of.
“Okay. Do them by the book, just like you have been. And Jumper,” he paused for effect, “have some fun.”
“Yes, sir.”
Geren climbed out onto the wing, leaned back in and tied up the lap belt and shoulder straps, and closed the sliding canopy over the aft cockpit. He jumped down from the wing and ambled over to the crash truck. He didn’t look back.
Paul turned his attention to his airplane. His airplane! He taxied out to the runway and ran through the pre-takeoff procedure. Twice. With his heart thumping, he lined up on the runway and shoved the throttle forward. The airplane accelerated quickly with the lighter load, and, except for a little firmer pull on the stick to get it off the runway, flew better with only one pilot aboard.
He flew two touch-and-go landings and then a full stop. He was finished so quickly that he didn’t remember whether they were good or bad. He found himself taxiing toward a smiling Geren.
“Okay. It’s my airplane. You just relax up there and I’ll take us home.” Geren had strapped himself in and was following the VT-1 tradition that said the instructor would chauffeur the student back to Saufley. It was a tradition that granted the student immunity from failing the flight after doing his solo landings. “I’ll see if we can get you on the afternoon schedule for your S-13.” S was for solo.
I passed! I don’t really know why, but I passed. I expect he’ll have something to say about the landings. In fact, Paul was sure of it. He still didn’t understand how his bounced landing could fit into a passing scenario. It will be interesting to find out.
In the debriefing room Geren was speaking in a low, friendly voice. “I only have one debrief item, Ensign Jumper. Every aspect of the flight went fine except for that roller coaster ride you gave us on the first landing. Do you know what happened there?”
“Not really, sir. One minute, everything was right where I wanted it, and the next thing I knew, the airplane was sinking like a stone.”
“Yeah, I noticed you left the throttle back for a long time. Almost like you were taking a little nap.”
Paul put it all together as he listened. He said nothing, however, too embarrassed to disclose his daydream.
“Anyway, maybe this fits, maybe it doesn’t, but here’s a little advice to live by. Always remember the flight isn’t over till you’re back in the ready room. Never, ever take your mind off flying the airplane.”
Paul had already given himself the same advice.
~~~~~
The telephone was ringing but it was far, far away. Paul could hear it now, but his mind told him it had been ringing unheeded for a long time. In truth it was only the third ring, but he could hardly be blamed for the time distortion born of his deep sleep. Now that he recognized the source of the ringing sound, he staggered from his bed and trudged to the lounge in between his room and McCauley’s.
“Ensign Jumper,” he said into the receiver. The four syllables thudded through his aching skull.
It was Saturday morning and Paul was still very much in the recovery phase of Friday night. Friday had been a great day. He had, amazingly, passed his twelve-check and then had flown his first true solo, from start to finish, in the afternoon. The solo flight was exhilarating. He had loved every moment of it and it occurred to him that the combination of one airplane and one pilot was a good one.
It wasn’t till he was back on the ground that he realized that he’d never had a single doubt during the flight about his ability to handle the airplane. It dawned on him that the concern he had felt a few weeks ago over Barry Love’s death had completely evaporated. He knew that he had done a nice job and he believed he would have been ready for anything.
After the solo flight, Oldfield instructed him to put on his ‘working khakis’ and meet him at the bar. When they, and several other instructor-student pairs met at the base’s watering hole, the students were individually inducted into the brotherhood of pilots. Oldfield, after a short congratulatory oratory, cut a foot of Paul’s tie off with a survival knife. He handed Jumper the section of tie and a mug of beer.
The instructors slipped out of the bar by six, but the drinking went on till early morning for the students, especially Paul and the others who had soloed. Now Paul was struggling to form coherent thoughts.
“Who is this?” the voice on the line requested.
“Ensign Jumper, Ma’am.”
Why can’t they just say their name? Who cares if they’re an Ensign or a General? It didn’t concern Jennifer that there were no generals in the Navy. “Is this Paul?”
“Yes, Paul Jumper. Who’s this?”
“Jennifer Tillman. Am I calling at a bad time?” Or are you always this slow in the morning?
Paul was genuinely surprised to hear her voice. Even more surprised at the warm feeling spreading through his body as her image formed in his mind. He turned playful. “Oh, hi Jenny.”
“My name is Jennifer.” I’m not a rag doll.
“Okay Jenny, what can I do for you this morning.”
Jennifer shelved the argument. “I was wondering if we could play some tennis. Do you play?”
“Yeah, I played some in high school.” Paul attended high school in Australia. His dad’s company had stationed their family there for several years. Tennis was a national sport.
“Good. There aren’t any courts near us so could we play at the base?”
Paul cleaned up quickly and rounded up his clothes and racquet. He forced himself out of his alcohol stupor with a relentless effort to keep moving. He opened a can of soda and sat down to wait for Ben and Jenny. Ten minutes after the appointed time he walked to the nearest set of courts to look for them.
Jennifer was standing by the gate to the court. She looked perfect in her white tennis skirt and blue knit sweater. Her racquet was in her right hand, and both hands were on her hips. “Where have you been?” she asked, her tone a blend of humor and mild exasperation.
“I was waiting for you in my room.”
Jennifer stammered as her anger rose. “And you thought I would come calling on you in your room?”
Paul looked past Jennifer toward her car, looking for Ben. He wasn’t there and he now realized his mistake.
“Sorry, I thought you were with Ben. Where is that guy?”
“Ben didn’t want to play. He wanted to study.” He hasn’t wanted to do much of anything else, lately.
“Well, I want to play.” Paul held the gate open for her. “Shall we?”
They hit the ball for twenty minutes then played a set. She was impressed with his skill and let him give her a few pointers on grip and stance. Once, he put his hand over hers on her racquet while he rotated it slightly to show her a better backhand grip. His innocently delivered touch launched chill bumps up her arm and to her shoulder and neck. She stood frozen for a moment after he released her hand and went back to his side of the net. He pretended not to notice her reaction, but he, too, had felt the electricity of their touch.
She’s a beautiful woman, so of course your heart is going to skip a beat, he told himself as he hit his next two shots into the net.
After an hour of play, they sat next to each other on the bench by the net.
“That was good. We should do it again,” she said, looking across the court at nothing.
“Maybe so,” Paul said, trying to sound positive, but not definite. I sure wish Ben were here, too.
Jennifer sensed his discomfort but ignored it. She was trying to find a way to see him again. She struggled with her thoughts for a moment then hit on the simple solution. “Would you like to come over for dinner tonight?”
“Yes I would. But,” he hesitated, “Bob and I were going to go out tonight.”
“Bring him, too. The more the merrier.” She said it without conviction. Another person in the group would make it more difficult to learn more about Paul, which, she realized now, was what she wanted to do.
“I’ll check with him and give you guys a call.”
“Great. Plan on about six o’clock. See you later.” She gathered her things and was walking to the car before Paul could get up. He said goodbye and watched her walk away. She had a delicious walk.
~~~~~
Dinner was a great time. The conversation had been lively amongst the four of them, but mainly with Paul, Bob, and Jennifer. Paul teased her the entire evening and, as she got onto his energetic wavelength, Jennifer let him have it right back. The evening was filled with laughter, aided by the bottles of wine that Paul brought.
Jennifer abandoned her goal of learning more about Paul as she rose to the challenge of besting him in a match of wits. She found that mere conversation with him was richly satisfying to her.
Ben was very happy with the evening. He had never seen Jennifer so happy and alive. She seemed invigorated by the friendly repartee of the conversation over dinner. If visits by his friends were what it took to promote her joy, then he would be sure to arrange more of them. He was also glad to have a break from the books.
Ben had been applying his full attention to his studies. Ever since the miserable flight with Commander Gravely he had spent every spare minute reviewing the books and memorizing procedures. I’m probably overdoing it, he thought, as he silently watched his beautiful fiancée laugh at something Paul was saying.
I wonder how he does it. He’s always got something fun going on but he’s also totally on top of the flying thing. Ben thought he, too, could probably find a better balance between work and the rest of life, but he was unwilling to abandon the “all work” approach. It was gradually paying off and his flying grades were improving.
Jennifer had never known a man like Paul. He obviously liked her, but, unlike most others she’d known, his words and actions weren’t focused entirely on gaining her affection. In fact, he seemed totally uninterested in her, physically. He always looked at her eyes when he spoke to her. Instead of making the usual, sexually motivated pass at her, this man merely had fun.
He likes me so he plays with me. Jennifer found the thought refreshing. It cast Paul in both an innocent and mischievous light.
She had other feelings growing in her heart. She had had two glasses of the Chardonnay and she felt warm and sensuous. She wanted some lovin’ tonight. She looked at Ben as the desire spread through her body. She also cast a glance toward Paul. His eyes met hers and he immediately saw what she was feeling. He thought that Ben was the luckiest guy in the world.
Paul knew it was time to go. “Thanks for a great dinner and a fun night.” He looked at Jennifer as he finished the sentence.
Ben didn’t know, yet, that it was time for his guests to leave so he pleaded with them to stay longer. He went back and forth with them, and then compromised. “Okay, you can go. But not till after we talk about one more thing.”
“Okay. What’s that?”
“The Master’s program. Have you decided, and have you heard anything?”
Paul said, “I want to do it, and I’ve told them so. But I haven’t heard anything back from them.”
“How about you, Bob?”
“Well,” Bob shifted in his seat, a little uncomfortable. “I wasn’t offered the deal. I’m a History major, you know. But I’m going to request VT-4 if I get jets. I hear they let a few students stay in Pensacola if the Masters students don’t fill the flight school classes. I’m hoping I get lucky and don’t have to go to Mississippi or Texas.”
Meridian, Mississippi was known for its remote location and total lack of nightlife. The joke was that the Texas bases were just like Meridian, without trees. Everyone wanted to stay in Pensacola.
Jennifer said, “I hope it all works out. Staying here, with you guys, would be nice.” It wasn’t done consciously, but she was looking at Paul when she spoke.
`~~~~
It was ten o’clock Monday morning and Stan Mangum was standing, once again in front of his boss.
“I think your plan looks good, Stan. But tell me again exactly how you’re going to find out which ones are the disgruntled ones, of the ex-Navy pilots in the local area.”
Stan had explained to McGeehy how he planned to ignore the active duty pilots in his search for someone that might be tempted to do some illegal flying. Instead, he would go after pilots that had left the Navy by some means or another, who had stayed in the local area, and who might show some inclination toward illicit financial gain. The last part would be the most difficult. He admitted to himself that his boss had a fair question.
“I have several avenues I want to explore,” Stan began. In the next few minutes he outlined what he wanted to do, and why. He answered a few short questions from McGeehy, all of which made pretty good sense. Maybe he’s not such a dolt, after all.
“Well, it sounds good to me. You’re cleared to get started. Just let me know anything you turn up.”
“Thanks, boss. I’ll keep you up to speed. Stan walked away feeling good about his job. This project could be interesting. And maybe his boss wasn’t a total loser, after all.
The Buckeye was a diminutive, straight-wing airplane with two rather small jet engines. It was not particularly fast and it had docile handling qualities. Compared to carrier-based Navy jets, it was small and tame. To Paul and his fellow students, fresh from the T-34, it was a fire-breathing monster.
The T-2C Buckeye was the Navy’s basic jet trainer. Even though it was thoroughly tractable by jet standards, its sensitive controls and jet-like speeds made it a handful for inexperienced pilots. The slightest nudge on the control stick would send it climbing, or diving at an alarming rate. Most students on their first flight couldn’t hold the plane within a thousand feet of the desired altitude. The jet also chewed up distances at a disconcerting rate. They had to make a turn after a very few minutes to stay in the designated area. Simply put, the T-2 exerted a lot of pressure on the student to keep it under control and to keep up with it.
Paul found the early flights in the jet to be nearly overwhelming. Overwhelming, but exhilarating. By his tenth flight, he was addicted. The airplane’s power, speed, and ability to negotiate boundless volumes of three-dimensional airspace expanded the sense of freedom that flying had already given him. As soon as he was on the ground after a flight, he wanted more. He spent every spare moment at the squadron, making himself available for the next hop in the syllabus. The simple fact was that flying this beast was fun. The saying amongst the students was that it was the most fun you could have with your clothes on. That meant, in Paul’s case, that it was the most fun he was having.
There were other things that were fun in his life. He had put hundreds of miles on his motorcycle and thoroughly enjoyed taming that beast. Riding the Honda stimulated his senses as no other road vehicle ever had. He wasn’t hooked on it the same way he was on flying, but it quickly became his vehicle of choice. He used it to travel to the University of West Florida every morning for class and, following that, he would make the thirty minute ride to the NAS for an afternoon of flying, or preparations for flying. He didn’t mind the extremes in the weather. Whether shivering in the early morning chill, or sweating in the heat of late spring, he relished the relentless onslaught of the elements on his senses. It made him feel more alive.
Paul’s joy on the motorcycle was infectious. Just before leaving Saufley, he had McCauley hooked too. He helped his friend sort through the options that were presented to a first time motorcycle buyer, and watched as Bob settled on a Honda 500. It was very similar to Paul’s Honda 450, but it had the smoothness of a four-cylinder engine and was a few pounds heavier. Bob was built for motorcycles. Two inches shorter than Paul, but broad-shouldered and twenty-five pounds heavier, he could physically handle his bike better than Paul. Paul’s lighter weight helped offset the lower power of his bike, so the two bikes and riders were evenly matched. They had a blast together on weekend rides.
Paul, Ben, and Steve Logan were all accepted into the master’s program. Ben’s extra study had paid off handsomely but he realized once he got in the T-2 cockpit, and in the master’s program that there was no end to the extra work he needed to do. McCauley didn’t do as well as the others in the T-34, but he managed to get jets anyway. He also was assigned to VT-4 in Pensacola, which convinced him that if there was a ‘good deal’ available, it didn’t hurt to ask for it. He vowed to keep asking for what he wanted in his new career. He and Paul leased an apartment right off US 98, the road to the beach. It was in Gulf Breeze, a community perched on the narrow strip of sand in between the mainland and the barrier island named Santa Rosa that was Pensacola Beach. It was located about twenty minutes from the base, twenty minutes from the university, and, most importantly, five minutes from the beach. They were jet pilots, motorcycle hot dogs, and weekend beach boys. Life seemed very good.
Logan chose to live in the BOQ at the NAS. He didn’t want to spend the extra money it would take to live more comfortably in town. As the rest of the group got to know him, they found him to be quite frugal and one to take a somewhat parsimonious approach to life. He shunned the fun lifestyle that Paul and Bob pursued in order to save money. For what, they weren’t sure. Paul saw, as he watched the gangly and somewhat unusual Logan working his way successfully through the flight syllabus that Navy pilots were anything but a homogeneous group.
The fourth man in the original group, Pete Jeter, was in Kingsville, Texas, flying the T-2. He stayed in touch with Paul. He believed that he made it through AOCS only because Paul took a personal interest in his success.
“I wouldn’t be here today if you hadn’t taken care of me. I’d have quit after that first RLP if not for you. Thanks, buddy,” he had said before driving to Texas.
Paul told him he was going to do fine, noticing at the same time that Jeter’s belly was fattening up again.
~~~~~
Jennifer was on the phone with Bob. She had called the apartment hoping to speak with Paul, but knowing that her dinner invitation would have to be for both of them.
“Saturday night then. We’ll be there,” Bob was saying.
“Great. And if the weather’s okay, why don’t you two bring your motorcycles? I want to see what those stinky toys are like.”
“All right, we will. See you in a day or two.”
Bob hung up the phone, and when Paul walked in the kitchen, he said, “Dinner at Ben and Jen’s on Saturday. Is that okay with you?”
“Sure.” Paul felt the warmth spread through his chest. It had been several weeks since he’d seen Jennifer. He had shelved the affection he felt for her and thought it was forgotten. It wasn’t.
“She said to bring our bikes for her to see. I wonder if she’d go for a ride on one?”
“Let’s bring an extra helmet so she can.” Paul busied himself stuffing his backpack with the books he’d need that day.
“I’ll see you at the squadron after class,” he said as he walked out the door carrying his helmet and pack.
At the bottom of the stairs he almost ran into a couple as they walked out their apartment door. “Oh, excuse me. I’m in too big a hurry.” He stopped, as he looked closer at the man. “Dan? Aren’t you the Dan I met at Trader’s last fall?” He paused while Dan searched for the memory. Then, “I was with the group that was on its first night out of AOCS jail.”
Dan looked tired and had a far away stare, until he finally remembered the encounter. “How could I forget, Paul?” He smiled as he pumped Paul’s hand. Lightly. “That was the night I met my girlfriend. I’m sure you remember her?”
Paul turned and looked at the woman for the first time. She also looked tired and had puffy eyes. They were not smiling. But she was beautiful, and she had long luxuriant hair. The recognition hit Paul like a ton of bricks. It was Jessica.
~~~~~
Stan Mangum reviewed the progress on the potential drug pilots ‘case’. It took little time to review. He admitted to himself that he had accomplished no more than to make a list of people that had been discharged from the Navy in the past two years, who were pilots or who had been in flight school to become pilots. The problem, of course, was that this was not a case. He had no crime and no perpetrators of a crime. What he had was a group of young men that might have a predisposition to get involved in some illegal flying that might take place in a Gulf coast city which could be Pensacola. Maybe.
He thought about the message from NIS Headquarters that warned of the potential for drug traffic along the Gulf coast. There had been no follow-up to that message. It had surely been the work of one of the service’s analysts, whom had now moved on to other tasks. Stan could very well be the only one in the NIS whom had given the analysis more than a cursory thought.
He felt a little guilty devoting any time at all to this project. There was plenty of work to do on real cases, with real crimes and real perps to catch. But he had a feeling about his list. One of the guys on it had made a wrong turn in his life, and with some luck, Stan would anticipate the scenario and stop a drug deal that would otherwise slip by everyone. He reasoned with himself that he was not letting this work interfere with his other cases. After all, he was an organized agent, and was pretty good at keeping several balls in the air at once.
Before putting the list away, he made some notes about what he would do next with the names. His next move might require a lot of work and he wanted to think some more about it before acting. He finished writing and slipped the little sheaf of papers into a folder marked ‘Phantom Pilots’. It was a good name for a virtual, ethereal case.
~~~~~
Paul fought hard to get the stunned look off his face. He never imagined he would see Jessica again, and certainly never outside a strip joint. But here she was, standing next to and apparently living with an ordinary guy. Paul had no idea how someone like Dan would meet someone like her.
“Jessica, this is Paul, uh,” Dan hesitated.
“Paul Jumper,” Paul spoke softly as he took her hand. Despite the puffiness around her cheeks and eyes, she was an enchanting beauty. She shook his hand without a word.
“You remember Paul. He’s the one that had trouble doing pushups that night at Trader’s. Something seemed to be distracting him.”
Jessica allowed a smile to grace her face, erasing the tired look she wore. “Nice to see you again, Paul.”
The way she tilted her head to one side and down a little, looking up at him as though she was peeking out from under a pillow, seemed like a come-on to Paul. Probably not, he reasoned. She’s standing right next to her boyfriend. Maybe it’s the only way she knows to talk to a man.
Dan interrupted his thoughts. “After you left that night I asked Trader Jon if he would introduce me to Jessica. I was dying to meet this woman.” He put his arm around her waist and pulled her gently toward him. She half-turned toward him, put her hand on his chest and melted into him. But after only a moment she straightened up and pulled away to stand at a more formal distance. Dan went on. “Anyway, Trader said something like, ‘I’ll take you backstage, but you’re out of there if she doesn’t want to talk to you.’ I said ‘Fair enough’, and the rest is history. We’ve been having a blast ever since.”
Their eyes told Paul that Dan’s statement was a bit of a stretch. “That’s great. And you live right here?” Paul said pointing at the ground floor door.
“Yep. Moved here two weeks ago.”
“That’s my place at the top of the stairs. I’m rooming with another student pilot that I met at Saufley.”
“Tell me what it’s been like.” Dan was eager to hear about flight training. He could not stop wondering how he would have fared in the program if he had made it past Gunnery Sergeant Smith. Inwardly he hoped that Paul would say that it was miserable drudgery; that the Navy took all the fun out of flying. But he knew by looking at Paul it wasn’t true.
Paul gave a quick summary of his flying experiences to date. He told them about the inauspicious beginning; watching Barry Love crash, and about his first solo. His enthusiasm bordered on giddiness as he told them about the thrill of flying the T-2. “And I managed to get myself roped into this master’s program, and now I’m late for class,” he concluded as he walked off toward the Honda. “Let’s get together, later!”
As they watched Paul walk away, the smiles dropped from the couple’s faces. They walked to Dan’s car and got in without a word to each other.
~~~~~
“Here we are, returning to the scene of the crime,” Paul said as Ben opened the door. Bob and Paul walked in and Paul continued, to Jennifer, “We’re bearing gifts of happiness. You’ll get happy if you drink enough of the gift!”
Jennifer smiled as she remembered the last time she had some wine. The familiar warm feeling came to her again before the bottle was opened. Maybe it isn’t just the wine. Then aloud she said, “Great. Thanks for bringing the wine again. You really didn’t have to.”
“No, thank you for having us. It’s the least we can do.”
“Well, before we get too happy, I was wondering if you could take me for a ride on your motorcycle.” Jennifer was looking straight at Paul.
Ben’s jaw dropped just slightly and his body tensed imperceptibly. He remembered more than one conversation with her in which she regaled him over the dangers of motorcycles. He would never be allowed to own one, and she would never get on one of the foolish machines. Apparently, something has changed her mind. He knew better than to say anything, but it amazed him that her previous convictions against motorcycles were dropped when she decided it was time for her to ride one.
Paul showed her the foot pegs she would use and the areas to keep her feet away from. He gave her the spare helmet as he put his on, demonstrating the routing of the strap through the rings. She fumbled with it for about three seconds then said, “You do it.” She turned to face him and moved closer so he could reach.
She was staring straight at his eyes. From the moment his trembling fingers brushed the underside of her chin, sending chills over her neck and shoulders, she hadn’t been able to look anywhere else. Paul, meanwhile, was trying to look anywhere but at hers. He glanced at her eyes only furtively as he worked the strap and talked to her.
He looped the strap around and passed it between the two rings. “Here,” he said as he put the end of the strap in her hand, “tighten this so the helmet is snug.” She did as he asked, still staring at his eyes. He turned to the bike without staring back. “I’ll start it up, then you can hop on.”
The Honda roared to life on the first kick. Paul lifted the bike upright and retracted the kickstand. Jennifer swung her right leg over the machine and sat down lightly behind him. She rested her hands on his waist, lightly gripping his jacket.
“You ‘d better hold on tight.” He wanted to give her the warning without it sounding like a come-on. It didn’t work.
“You just want a woman hugging on you, that’s all.”
“Yeah, I do. But you’re also going to need to get a better grip to stay with me.”
Jennifer ignored him and kept her hands just as they had been.
Suit yourself. He squeezed the clutch handle and kicked the shift lever down with his left foot. He made a gentle U-turn in the driveway and then accelerated smoothly down the street in first gear. He shifted deftly into second gear and continued the gradual acceleration.
He turned his head sideways to ask, “Are you ready?”
“What?”
“Are you ready to ride?”
“I thought we were.” Her voice carried a hint of suspicion as she yelled above the wind noise.
Paul turned to face forward. He twisted the throttle abruptly but not fully open. He heard a scream behind him and felt her hands dig into the jacket. She screamed again as he let off the throttle, banging her helmeted head against his. They coasted to a stop in the middle of the block.
“Okay. What I’m trying to say is that you’ve got to hold on to me, lean with me, and move with me in order for us to ride the bike right.”
“You tried to throw me off this thing!” She was a little angry but thrilled by the amazing acceleration.
“No, I didn’t. I only gave it a little gas to get your attention. Now, are you ready to ride?”
“Let’s go. I hope you can drive this thing better than you have been.”
Paul took off at a brisk, but not reckless, pace. They went North on Davis Highway, then headed East and found a curving two-lane road on the western shore of Escambia Bay. Jennifer was holding him tightly now, and she was leaning forward with her chin on his left shoulder so she could see where they were going. They flew through the curves heading south toward the municipal airport until they found a road that would lead back to Jennifer’s neighborhood.
He took it easy on the neighborhood streets but Jennifer did not release her embrace. She kept her chin on his shoulder, but was not looking where they were going. She was looking at nothing at all as she thought about the warmth she felt holding this man in her arms.
They came in the house with Jennifer describing the ride in an excited voice. “Oh Honey, you really feel the road, and feel the speed when you’re on that thing. It was great.”
Ben looked at her, loving her and happy that she was so excited. Paul looked at her and could think of nothing but the feel of her arms around him. She looked more beautiful to him with every word she spoke. I’ve gotta put those thoughts away. He walked away from them and into the kitchen, uncorked one of the wines and poured three glasses.
Paul enjoyed himself even more than he had the first time. Part of his enjoyment, he realized, was the comfort he felt talking to Jennifer. It was a new experience for him to be so relaxed with a woman so beautiful. He began to think that he’d worried too much about what a girl thought about him. Or maybe he’d just never met a woman before who made him feel so at ease. Either way, this was a wonderful friendship.
Paul’s thoughts were interrupted by a question from Ben to the two guests.
“Are either of you dating anyone? You know, you’re welcome to bring a date to dinner next time.”
Bob and Paul looked down, suddenly interested in their plates. After an uncomfortably long silence, Bob said, “I haven’t figured out where to meet women around here. We’ve been to the club, and a few other bars in town, but, I don’t know, I never seem to be able to talk to a girl more than a few minutes. After that, I run out of interesting things to say.”
Paul chimed in, “Amen to that. I think the girls around here pretty much see us coming. There’s no shortage of Navy guys in all the night spots and I’m sure the girls have heard the same stories from most of them.”
They discussed the Pensacola singles scene a few minutes more, then Ben suggested, “Honey, why don’t we set them up with Olivia and Natasha?” To the guys he said, “They’re two friends of ours from college, and they’re coming to visit next month.”
They all looked at Jennifer, who was looking at Ben with mild shock on her face. It’s a perfectly reasonable idea. It would be a nice thing to do for the girls, and the guys, and we’d all have a good time. Then why is my stomach in a knot? “I’ll talk to the girls about it the next time they call.” She wore a thin smile as she spoke.
The four of them talked until well after midnight. Finally, when Ben stifled his second yawn, the motorcycle riders decided to hit the road. Paul excused himself to the bathroom while his partner put on his jacket and found his helmet. Bob waited at the front door, talking with Ben. When Paul finished, Jennifer intercepted him on his way to the door.
“You took me for a nice ride tonight, and I want to return the favor.” She was speaking softly and a little nervously.
Paul gave her a quizzical look.
“Ben and I are taking the horses out for a ride next weekend. I’d like it if you’d join us.”
“I don’t know a thing about horses.”
“You don’t have to. All you have to do is hang on.” She gave him an impish smile that told him that it might not be so easy to do.
“Okay, you’re on. Let me know what time and I’ll be here.”
“Good. I look forward to it.”
While he rode home, side by side with Bob, but in the solitude offered by the wind and engine noise, he tried to organize the tangle of his thoughts. Exactly what am I feeling for her? I enjoy talking to her, I enjoy being with her, but is that all? I can’t ignore the fact that she excites me, but what is it about her that excites me? If it’s her beauty, if it’s just a sexual attraction, than I should step away from the situation. But I don’t want to do that because I would miss out on her friendship. Maybe I can think of her as a sister. A sister I am very close to. He went back and forth with the argument, trying to find an acceptable framework in which to keep their friendship.
Jennifer slipped into bed next to Ben. “It was a good time tonight,” she said as she stretched herself out between the cool sheets.
Ben loved the sounds she made as she gently writhed into a comfortable position. He also remembered the mood she’d been in after the last dinner at their house. “Yes it was,” he said while he slid his hand under her pajama shirt. Her skin was smooth and warm to his touch. Her breast filled his hand and he felt the nipple become erect. But she made no move toward him.
“I’m tired, Ben. Could you hold that thought till tomorrow?”
Ben felt the disappointment, but after a moment’s hesitation, he knew he would do as she wished. He mustered his sweetest voice. “Good night, dear.”
Jennifer retreated to her thoughts. They were all about Paul. He made me crazy the first few times I saw him. Why do I find him so intensely interesting now? I could listen to him for hours. She thought of the motorcycle ride. He makes me warm all over just thinking about him. Jennifer did not try to bring order to her thoughts of Paul. Instead, she let them wander where they would. And they kept coming back to one notion. She wanted to see him again.
~~~~~
The statuesque woman stepped into the bedroom of the downstairs Gulf Breeze apartment. She wore a lightweight, dark red, silk robe. Her hair was piled on top of her head and held in place with two polished wooden pins. She had washed her face and brushed her teeth, but there was still the hint of gin on her breath.
The man in the bed had been drinking, too. He lay on his side, willing the room to remain stationary. The woman walked over to him and stopped next to the bed. She looked down at him wearing one of those expressions the man had difficulty reading. It was a look of disdain, almost anger. Her nostrils were flaring slightly and her lips bore the hint of a tremble. She stood there motionless, except for the heaving of her chest, for a full minute. It was not a period of indecision. She knew exactly what she would do, but she wanted the dichotomy of her thoughts to express itself fully on her face.
She wanted her man to entertain her, provide for her, and satisfy her. Because of her extraordinary good looks, she had never experienced any difficulty establishing that kind of relationship. But this one was growing tiresome. This man was not providing for her up to her expectations and he seemed to be weary of satisfying her. The look of scorn intensified on her face while the desire in her body became palpable.
Still standing by the bed, she dropped the robe to the floor. Her perfect breasts rose and fell more rapidly now. She felt she would burst from the heat and sexual tension compressed like a powerful spring inside her. Her body throbbed with her heartbeat and she could feel the heat and desire spreading through her thighs. She remained motionless, coiled.
The man turned in the bed slightly, to face her more directly. The soft rustle of the sheets against his skin provided the trigger for her release.
She ripped the sheet away and pushed him onto his back. Quickly straddling him, she put one hand on his chest and reached down under her legs with the other to find what she wanted. She caressed him until he was hard and then with a firm grip she moved him slowly up and down, playing with herself. When she could stand her self-inflicted tease no more, she sank down on him, gasping for air. Almost immediately the shock waves began rolling through her body, propelling her into ever more powerful thrusts, shaking the bed. Her moans rose in pitch until they were muffled screams and in less than a minute she arched her back, cocked back her head, and rushed, trembling, into ecstasy. She stayed upright on him for a moment, arms hanging at her side quivering. Then she collapsed forward still holding him inside her.
Her face was totally relaxed, her body spent, for the moment. A few minutes later, when her breathing was close to normal again, the purposeful look returned to her face. Her legs tightened around his and she rolled the two of them so that she was under him.
She spit out her next words in a low, menacing tone. “Alright, Dan, fuck me hard.”
When they were finished, she lay on her back next to him, craving a cigarette. Dan lay next to her, almost asleep.
“I want to go shopping tomorrow.”
Dan struggled to stay awake. “What?”
“I need some new clothes. Some nicer clothes.” They had had the same conversation many times in the past few weeks. Jessica’s material desires were greater than Dan’s salary could support.
She knows I can’t afford it. Does she think that by needling me about it I’ll magically make more money? “We don’t have the money.”
“Well, you just better find a way to get some. I’m going shopping!”
She turned on her side, facing the wall.
Dan had no idea what to say now. He retreated. “Good night, Jessica.”
“Right,” was all she said.
Dan, fully awake now, lay motionless, staring at the ceiling. He felt trapped. He needed her. He needed to be with someone. How can I possibly make more money? As he lay there, a vague idea floated into his head. He let the idea stir around for a little while. After fifteen minutes a plan had formed in his mind. Yes, maybe that will work. He relaxed a little and drifted off to sleep.
Paul thrived in the energetic world of naval aviation. The thrill of flying and learning made everything else exciting too. It was the summer, now, the second quarter of the academic program and classes were in the afternoon. Sometimes he was scheduled to fly at night but most of the time he was finished for the day after class. It became a matter of routine for him to stop by Ben and Jennifer’s duplex before going home. He and Ben worked together on their studies before having dinner with Jennifer. From time to time Jennifer asked for a ride on his motorcycle, something they both enjoyed immensely without ever saying so. Gradually the rides became more frequent until the motorcycle outings too, became routine.
They were riding on a warm evening in late June. The sun had set but still illuminated the hazy sky with a gray-tinged red glow. The speed of the bike cooled them, but the sweat trickled down Paul’s back, shielded from the breeze by Jennifer’s body. They had ridden the last five minutes without a word, lost in the tranquility of the sunset and the friendly ardor between them.
He knew he should break the spell. Without wanting to, he said, “Have you set the date for your wedding?” His voice sounded sad.
Her first feeling was resentment that he should bring the subject up. It was a legitimate, timely question because, after all, she had come to Pensacola to marry Ben. But she had become so caught up in her new world that she had placed the plans for the wedding on the shelf. And she had met Paul. She hadn’t yet consciously thought of him as a suitor, he had certainly made no overt attempt to steal her affections from Ben, but he was someone she could not ignore. She had never felt so comfortable, so accepted, around anyone as she did him. She wanted to dwell in that feeling and explore it fully. His question jarred her from the dream.
She changed the subject. With a teasing smile she knew he couldn’t see, she said, “No, we haven’t. Have you set the date when you’re going to come horseback riding with me?”
That’s what I like about this woman. She’s not bad at playing my own game. He was only slightly off balance. Bad weather and Ben and Jennifer’s other plans had postponed his weekend ride, not any lack of desire on his part. “As soon as you can get your act together and go riding, I’ll be there.”
The game was on and didn’t let up till they were back in her driveway. While they were still teasing each other and laughing over it, she turned to him on impulse and asked, “Do you think you could take me on a really long ride on your bike some weekend?” She left the question open-ended. She wasn’t really asking him for a date.
“What about Ben?” He said the first thing to come to his mind.
“He only wants to study. He’ll be happy to have me out of the house.”
Paul had trouble believing that was true, but let himself go along with her. “Okay. But only if you take me on that horse of yours first.”
“It’s a deal, then,” she said, beaming. Standing there still facing him, she had a sudden, incredible urge to crash into him with all of her body. She felt a shiver ripple through her chest. She escaped the moment with a nervous laugh and said, “Let’s go in. I’m getting chilled.”
“Okay,” he said, knowing a lot more had been left unsaid in that moment. He kept his eyes on her a few seconds more as they turned and walked beside each other to the front door. The temperature was eighty-five degrees.
~~~~~
Dan Duncan guided the two-seat Cessna toward the dirt runway at Ferguson Airport. It was actually a turf runway, but dry weather and a lot of practice landings had turned it into a brown scar on pale green flesh. He was not doing too badly. John Arcineau, the plump, glowing instructor next to him, thought he was making adequate progress. Dan believed, somehow, that his original intent to be a Navy pilot, though failed, made him destined to be a good pilot in this new, civilian setting.
It was his eighth flight with John and it was progressing smoothly. The day, though hot, was still and smooth. His landings were good today. In fact, Dan had shown a fairly remarkable aptitude for landing the airplane from the beginning. Arcineau’s only real concern was Dan’s ability to think, and react, under pressure, or rather, the lack of that ability. He could tell Arcineau exactly what he should have done, after the fact, but he seldom produced the right actions at the time. He obviously knew what to do but his ability to put that knowledge into action was impeded by the surprise and fear that greeted him along with the airborne problem.
After the flight, he pressed Arcineau for information on his progress. “Do you think I can solo pretty soon?”
Arcineau thought for a moment. His hands are good. He could solo right now, if we could guarantee that nothing would go wrong during the flight. But I worry about his headwork. “You could be ready in a flight or two. I just want to spend a little more time in the air with you and give you a little more experience first.”
How do you tell a guy he needs to make his brain work better before he can solo? Arcineau finished discussing the details of the flight, and the two of them found a time in their schedules for the next lesson.
Dan left the Fixed Base Operator building and walked toward his car. The FBO was located on the eastern side of the runway, near the north end of the field. Something caught his eye and he looked toward the row of shabby T-hangars that bordered the runway to the south of the FBO. There was a black Mercedes sedan parked in front of the third hangar down. It was a good distance away, and he was looking from the side, but he thought the hangar door was open. He continued staring until the motion that attracted his attention repeated itself. It was the movement of a man walking quickly around the nose of the airplane parked in - he could tell now - the open hangar. He started walking toward the scene of the activity, the idea he had in bed a few nights ago leaping to life in his mind. His heartbeat increased a little.
As he walked toward the hangar, Dan felt the beginnings of a dilemma take form in the back of his mind. He was amazed that he saw it so clearly, even before it truly developed. He had seen the people at this hangar before. He had noted the way they shunned contact with passers-by and rudely thwarted any attempts at conversation with them. It seemed likely they were up to no good. He kept walking toward the hangar.
Good, or no good, he was drawn toward them. He knew, somehow, that involving himself with them would lead to excitement, danger, and maybe, money.
It wasn’t conscious, but some part of his brain had worked out that that would please Jessica. It was all about her. He knew he pleased her fairly well physically, but without the things she wanted, that pleasure wouldn’t keep her with him much longer. And he needed her with him. Her exotic good looks, at first seemingly unattainable, had become a drug to him. Her insatiable sexual appetite had made him her slave. He wanted to keep her at whatever cost.
The flash of an image of flames rose briefly in his mind’s eye, then extinguished.
“Hi there,” he called out to the man next to the plane. It was a fairly large, twin-engine Cessna, a 421, Dan thought.
The man was in his early thirties and had light olive skin and extremely dark, wavy hair. He turned slowly to Dan, revealing a face scarred with the ravages of his teenage years. “Can I help you?” It wasn’t really a question.
“Well,” Dan began, not knowing what to say. “I wanted to offer to help you, to help with anything you might need doing.”
“I don’t need any of your help. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got work to do.”
“Sure. I don’t mean to bother you. But I just want to let you know that I’m a pilot, and I’d be glad to do anything that needs doing for you.” Dan hoped that didn’t sound too corny and hoped the man didn’t check into his pilot claim too closely. He stepped toward the man and handed him his card. “Dan Duncan,” he said offering his hand.
The man stuffed the card in his jacket and turned away from Dan’s outstretched hand. “Like I said, I got work to do. You’d better move on.”
“I’ll be seeing you,” Dan said brightly, trying to gain the concession of further discussion.
“Don’t count on it.” The man’s tone wasn’t rude. The words were delivered as a statement of fact.
Dan turned and walked back toward the FBO parking lot and his car. The man by the plane turned his head and watched him go. Then he turned back to his task. He applied masking tape to the fuselage and carefully sprayed black paint in the area between the strips. Two of the registration numbers which had been “threes” were now “eights”.
~~~~~
“Where are the saddles?” Paul thought it was a legitimate question and wondered why Jennifer was enjoying her giggle so much.
Jennifer shared a conspiratorial smile with Ben. “No saddles. You’ll be holding on for dear life today,” she said with a wicked grin.
Ben said, “We’re going to ride through farmer’s fields and, if we find a pond on the way, we’ll swim the horses across. We don’t want to get expensive saddles wet.”
In fact, he had been against the bareback ride, but Jennifer had convinced him, saying the horses would need cooling off in a pond if they could find one. She was determined to find one.
They were on West US Highway 90, the Old Mobile Highway, in open farmland north of Perdido Bay. They were next to a gate in the roadside barbwire fence that opened onto someone’s private dirt road. They assumed the owner wouldn’t mind them riding across his property. Horses didn’t disturb the land.
The horses were out of the trailer, uneventfully this time. Jennifer had unloaded Vegas first to see if that would work better. It had. The three riders stood near the two horses and continued their quiet conversation. They were all dressed in jeans, T-shirts, and sneakers with no socks. Without stirrups, and with the real possibility of getting wet, riding boots weren’t necessary.
“Come on, let’s get going,” Ben said during a lull in the words. “Paul, you’re going to give me a boost up onto Vegas, then get Jen on the big guy. Then she’ll help you up with her. Okay?”
“Sure.”
They walked the horses onto the dirt road, and then closed the gate. He made a stirrup with his hands for Ben, then Jennifer. Once on Shiloh, she held out her left arm to Paul, who grasped it with his left hand.
“Farther up. Grab my arm above the elbow.”
As he did so, she turned slightly to face him and leaned over Shiloh’s right side to balance herself against his weight. He hesitated and looked up at her. She looked more beautiful to him than the last time he saw her. They tensed their arms and Paul threw his right leg up and over the horse. It worked perfectly. Their bodies were in tune. As he sat down, Paul pushed himself back to provide a respectable space between them. He put his hands on Shiloh’s haunches and leaned back, acutely aware that if he were Ben, he’d want some space between Jennifer and the man behind her.
Of course, Jennifer used the opportunity to get her revenge. With only a subtle change of her body position and the grip on the reins, she had Shiloh in a fast trot. Paul was a blur of flailing arms and legs. His hands could find nothing to grip and he was on his back, on Shiloh’s rump, poised to slide head first to the dirt. He seemed to hang there for a moment. Not in the fall yet but with nothing evident to prevent it. Just as he felt himself slip toward the ground, he also felt Jennifer grab one of his ankles. She pulled it down next to her leg and stabilized him. It took a moment for him to realize he wasn’t going to fall, then to pull himself up in an awkward sit-up.
Sitting upright behind her, his body on fire with adrenaline, he whispered hoarsely, “Touché.”
“You’re welcome. Now, are you ready to ride?”
“Okay, okay. I’ll hold on.”
“You have to,” she said. I want you to, she didn’t say.
His attempt to keep a modest distance between them was wholly overcome by the physics of the horse’s gait and the shape of its back. He found himself holding his beautiful friend in what ordinarily would be considered an erotic embrace, if they hadn’t been on horseback. Despite his attempts to ignore the feeling, it was definitely stimulating for Paul. He was erect most of the morning.
They rode for three hours, until the sun was high and hot. They forded two ponds and were still wet from them when they got back to the trailer. Paul hadn’t gained much appreciation for riding but the outing was delightful for him. He knew that after he left her company, he would be craving more time with her.
“It’s too soon to quit,” she said, as Paul slipped off Shiloh. “Paul hasn’t fallen off yet, and he’s got to do that to say he’s been riding.”
“I think I came close enough for it to count.” He was smiling, but his walk showed the pain. She felt sorry for him but was amused that a little ride could affect his walk. She had no way of knowing all of the places that hurt on his body.
Ben said, “I know you don’t want to quit, Honey, but I need to get back.” His voice was gentle, but strained. He knew it was a sensitive area with her, but he had a nagging feeling that if he didn’t get back to his books, he would fall hopelessly behind. He had that feeling most of the time.
“Oh, all right, spoil-sport.” She was calm, but everything about her face and body showed her anger. It was definitely a sensitive area for her. She thought about the long motorcycle ride with Paul.
“Why don’t we go on that ride tonight?” she said, looking at Paul. Ben turned to her with a questioning look.
Paul could see they hadn’t discussed it and he didn’t want to exacerbate the rift in their communication. He also didn’t want to straddle anything in the immediate future. “Could we make it next weekend? I’ve got some things I need to do tonight, too.” Like give my butt a rest.
Jennifer saw that she was out on a limb. She should have talked to Ben before asking Paul for the ride. She scolded herself for speaking without thinking and redirected the conversation. “Okay, then, let’s get some lunch now, and then we can all get on to our next things.”
“Sounds good to me. How about La Familia?” It had become Paul’s favorite Mexican food place.
“They’re going to love to see us coming,” Ben said, watching his blue jeans drip.
Jennifer wanted to do what Paul wanted to do. To Ben she said, “We’ll leave the windows down and drive as fast as the truck will go.”
Laughing, they loaded the horses, and by the time they reached the restaurant they were almost dry. Almost dry, but still wet enough for the place’s air conditioner to give them the shivers. They laughed at themselves throughout lunch.
Afterwards, driving back to the duplex, the conversation tapered off. Ben was drowsy; Paul and Jennifer were lost in their thoughts. The mood between them was ethereal, and Paul did not want to break it. At the duplex, he made his way to his car without much talk at all.
“Thanks, you guys. It was a great morning.” He got in and started the Camaro. Through the open window, he called, “Don’t work too hard, Ben. I’ll see you Monday. ‘Bye, Jennifer.”
She gave a little wave but said nothing, sad to see him leave and knowing, somehow, there would be another, sadder, scene like this. He drove away.
~~~~~
Stan Mangum opened his ‘Phantom Pilots’ folder for the first time in weeks. He had, indeed, proceeded slowly on this project, even more so than he planned in the beginning. Every time he had opened it some other, more pressing, case would capture his attention. That was not a problem, of course, since there was still no crime associated with any name he had in the folder, and no real deadline against which to work.
He concentrated. The first thing to do was to get organized. He had a list of over a hundred names, from the files at the NAS Personnel office. On a blank sheet of paper he made three columns, and he sorted his list of names according to the column titles. The first was ‘Resigned from active duty’. The people under this heading were experienced pilots, so they would be most likely to pursue flying jobs, legal or otherwise. The next was ‘Dropped during flight training’. Stan winced as he thought of this group. He was one of them, but of course, not on the list. These were less likely candidates because they hadn’t finished flight training and had very little experience. They had, however exhibited at least some proclivity for flying and might be inclined to gain some flying experience while making some fast, dirty, money. The last category that Stan planned to consider he labeled ‘Dropped from AOCS’. The list was large. There was no shortage of young men that changed their minds about naval aviation after their introduction to Marine drill instructors. Stan considered the people in this group to be of the least interest to him. They most likely had no flying experience, certainly none in the Navy, so it wasn’t even reasonable that they were doing any flying at all. Even less probable for them to be involved in the illicit kind of flying that would interest him.
Once he had transcribed his original list into the new categories, Stan stuffed the papers and their folder into his briefcase. He would get a bite to eat then head over to see the chief at Personnel.
~~~~~
Paul stood in the living room at the duplex and idly fingered the rim of the spare helmet. Jennifer was in the back getting ready. Ben was with her. Paul was trying to make sense of what was happening tonight. He and Jennifer were going out. They were going to have dessert somewhere and take a long cruise on the motorcycle. Was it a date? Or was he just keeping her entertained while Ben studied? He didn’t know the answer, but was sure he wouldn’t like either scenario if she were his fiancée. He couldn’t imagine that Ben was happy with the plan and part of him felt guilty that he was crossing his friend. Jennifer, though, had assured him that Ben would be glad to have her out of the house while he studied.
Ben walked down the hall and into the living room. Paul’s fingers stopped moving on the helmet. His breathing paused. He waited for his friend to speak. Now that the moment was here, he was suddenly sure that Ben was furious and that the evening was off. Or worse, that Jennifer would insist on going out despite Ben’s opposition.
“Hey Paul, I really appreciate you doing this tonight. I hope it’s not taking too much of your time?”
“No, uh, not at all,” Paul stammered. “Any excuse to go for a ride.” He started breathing, though not completely normally.
“Well, good. It’ll be good for her to have some fun while I’m hitting the books. I don’t like it, and she certainly doesn’t like it, when she’s sitting here with nothing to do.”
“By the way, are you ready for the first ‘guns’ flight next week? My brain’s getting all twisted up trying to figure out the pattern.”
“I need to look at it some more tomorrow, but I think I’ll be ready enough. And I rode in the back seat of the tow plane last week and watched the shooters do their thing. It looks fun.” He, as usual, had been hanging around the duty desk when the back seat came available.
“Well, I hope so. But it just looks confusing so far.” Ben was looking at Paul, trying to understand how he could relax about their next phase of training without having a complete understanding of it, when Jennifer walked in. She had on perfect-fitting white jeans and a denim shirt, which complimented her summer tan, and flowing blond hair.
“Here she is, motorcycle mama for a night!” Ben smiled at her. “Have a great time, Jen,” he said, as he kissed the cheek she offered.
Paul saw the look in her eyes when Ben called her Jen and he vowed to never use that name.
She looked at Paul, and not wishing to linger in the situation any more, said, “Are you ready?”
“Here’s your helmet. After you.” He opened the front door for her, looking back as he followed her out. “See you later, Ben.”
They were out the door, which closed quickly behind them. Ben walked to the kitchen table and sat down to some books already open there. He looked relieved to get back to them.
They walked comfortably to the driveway. Looking at her, he saw a friend and an equal, and, somehow, so much more.
She had sensed the purity of his friendship. At first taken aback that her feminine charms didn’t cause him, like most others, to lose his poise, she quickly came to appreciate the comfort that his chaste affection gave her. He had concentrated at first on having fun with her, then on being her friend. He never overtly flirted with her and had never done anything to push the friendship toward the sexual. She had found herself wondering if he even thought she was pretty. She had only to look in his eyes to know he did, but she was not accustomed to searching for this response. So his next sentence surprised her, and was able to travel unimpeded straight to her heart, melting it.
“Jennifer, I don’t want you to take this wrong, but you look absolutely gorgeous tonight.” He was almost immediately sorry for saying it. The words seemed so forward.
“Thanks, Paul,” she trembled, “that’s nice of you to say.”
Relieved he hadn’t offended her but still on uncomfortable ground, he changed the subject. “Where would you like to go for dessert?”
She paused and waited for him to stop and face her. “I don’t really want any dessert. Let’s just ride.”
“Okay,” he said, wondering what was driving the change of plan. “I like to ride, so that’s fine with me.”
“Do you like riding with me?”
His mouth went a little dry. “I do look forward to it.”
They set off, neither of them bothering to ask the other where they should go. It didn’t seem to matter. They mostly didn’t talk, not wishing to fight the noise of the wind and the motor, and not wishing to disturb, again, the dreamy feeling they had holding on and being held. At stop signs and red lights they spoke, and it seemed that everything one of them said struck a chord with the other. Paul lingered at each stop to hear more of her words.
Finally, she said, “Is there somewhere we can go and just talk?”
Paul thought for a moment, and then said, “The beach.”
“Great.”
He steered the Honda across the two bridges connecting the city with the outer bank that was Pensacola Beach. Reaching the beach road he turned right toward Ft. Pickens. She asked him nothing of where he planned to go, content with his judgment.
He found a parking area in front of some covered picnic tables that were next to a path through the dunes to the beach. He stopped the bike in front of one of the tables. She dismounted and while waiting for him, removed her helmet and shook her hair loose. The movement of her body, the way some of her hair fell across her chin and got caught on her lips, and the soft moonlight on the scene made Paul think he’d never seen a more beautiful creature in all his life. He resisted the impulse to gush with adoration and locked the two helmets onto the seat.
They took off their shoes and started down the path. The night was warm and the breeze out of the south was laden with the moisture of the gulf. The not quite full moon was high in the clear sky. After a few steps she took his arm with her hand. Her light touch, offered for no practical reason, only friendship, sent a wave of euphoria through him. They walked on through the soft sand of the dunes and the upper beach, then onto the packed sand close to the water. They were alone. They stopped for a while and soaked up the rushing tranquility of the sea.
“I want to feel the water. Come on!” She dropped her shoes and was into the shallow water before he moved. “Come on!” she repeated, and he started running after her.
“Your clothes are getting all wet.” Neither of them had bothered to roll up their jeans.
“I don’t seem to care,” she said in a mock thoughtful tone. She sprinted ahead. “Can’t you keep up?” She ran in a zigzag path in water that was only inches deep, kicking up as much spray as she could. He had never seen her so playful before. If she had given it any thought, which she would later, she’d know she hadn’t been as playful as this since grade school.
He ran after her, wondering what to do when he caught her. He hadn’t figured it out as he came up on her heels, so he followed an impulse and caught her waist in his hands. She let out a shriek of glee and slowed to a stop so that he crashed into her. She would have been happy to fall down with him, but he caught her and held her upright. He let go as soon as they were stable.
“Shall we go back and see if our shoes are still there?”
“Okay,” she said in a compliant tone.
He put his hand on the small of her back, guiding her. She slipped her arm around his waist and they walked together to the starting point of their sprint. Finding their shoes, they sat down in the sand facing the surf. They talked.
After a few minutes she said, “I guess you’ve had a few girlfriends in your time.”
“Well, no, I haven’t really,” he said after thinking about her words for a moment. “I’ve been kind of backward with girls, most of the time.”
“I don’t know if I can believe that.”
“Well, it’s true. I’ve had only one serious girlfriend in my life, so far, and that didn’t happen till I was a junior in college.”
“Where is she now?”
“In college, in her senior year. We’re not together anymore.”
“What happened?”
“We broke up a year ago. I woke up one morning and realized she wasn’t who I wanted to be with the rest of my life.”
Jennifer thought for a few long moments about being with someone for the rest of her life. Then she let it go and came back to a question about the earlier part of the conversation. “Why are you so shy around women?”
“Shy, huh? Well, I guess you’re right. I think it’s because I got way behind in the dating game when I was in high school. See, we, our family, moved to Australia when I was eleven, and we stayed there until I was half way through the last year of high school. Over there, at that time, the boys and girls were essentially segregated. We sat on our own sides of the classroom and had our own, separate playgrounds. You couldn’t drive, without a parent, till you were out of high school, so there was really no dating as we know it here.”
“Then, I came back to America for my senior year, and I couldn’t believe the social scene. And I couldn’t keep up. I had maybe two dates in high school and they were pretty much disasters. Things didn’t get any better in college and I spent two years frustrated and lonely. Finally, one summer my sister introduced me to a friend. Somehow she suffered through my awkwardness and we went out a few times. I enjoyed her company, but the more serious we got, the clearer it became to me that it wasn’t right.”
“Were you two real serious? Were you lovers?”
Paul thought for a moment, and then said, “We never made love. It’s probably a good thing. We might never have realized we weren’t right if we’d had that connection.”
Jennifer felt strangely pleased with his answer.
They sat in silence for a long time, hypnotized by the sound of the waves. After a while she said, “I need to stand up. I’m getting stiff.” They both rose. Then she asked, “Do you think you could give my shoulders a massage?”
“I can try. I don’t know how good it will be.”
She moved in front of him and pulled her hair to one side and over the front of her shoulder. He started on her upper back and worked up to the base of her neck. Then he moved his hands outward to her shoulders and partway down her upper arms, taking his time at every location. Back on her shoulders, he worked his hands toward her neck again and gently up the back of her neck to the area behind her ears. Then over her ears until he was gently massaging her temples.
Her eyes were closed and she imagined she was lying face down on satin sheets. She liked his hands on her head. She was floating over the sand under his touch. He dropped his hands back to her shoulders, sensing the impending flood of feeling. But she was already in motion. With a moan she arched her back and reached behind her for his head. She lingered there a moment, leaning her head on his shoulder and nuzzling his cheek. Then she took his hands in hers and wrapped his arms around her, high enough that he could feel her breasts under his arms.
He hesitated a moment, then saw a glimpse of Ben wishing them a good ride. He unfolded his arms from her and pushed her upright from her leaning stance.
“Shall we go see if the bike is still there?”
She let out a little gasp, surprised at his reaction. But instead of getting angry with him, she found herself searching for a way around his discomfort.
“Yeah, we better make sure we still have wheels. It would be a long walk back.”
They walked in silence away from the water. Cresting the dunes they saw the bike. They looked at each other, smiling, and he said, “Looks like we’re okay.”
There was still no one else there as they approached the parking area. He walked toward the bike intending to get it ready for the ride back. She took his hand in hers; stopping him, and said, “Sit down with me for just a few more minutes.” She guided him to the concrete bench next to the picnic table. They both straddled the bench facing each other, their knees touching. She held both his hands now.
“How do you feel about me?” Her question was spoken softly and earnestly.
He didn’t respond. He looked in her eyes, giving her the answer with his eyes, but not speaking.
“Maybe I should tell you what I feel about you.”
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/15836 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!