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AUTHOR’S NOTE


For their kindness in assisting with the technical aspects of this novel, the author wishes to thank Captain Sam Sayers, USN Ret., and Captain Bruce Wood, USN.


The in-flight emergencies featured in this novel are based on actual incidents. Where necessary I have simplified the complexities of cockpit switchology, emergency and air traffic control procedures in the interest of readability and pacing. I have also altered the outcome of some of the incidents. It was not my intent to write an aviation safety treatise or a manual on how to do it, but to entertain.


I also hope that you, the reader, develop a better understanding of the pride, skill, professionalism and dedication of the men and women of US Navy and Marine Corps Aviation. As you read these words, they are out there on the oceans of the earth working for all of us. This book is dedicated to them.






Eternal Father, strong to save,


Whose arm does bind the restless wave,


Who biddest the mighty ocean deep,


Its own appointed limits keep;


O hear us when we cry to thee


For those in peril on the sea.


– The Navy Hymn,


William Whiting








CHAPTER ONE


The huge ship towered above the pier that projected into the bay. The rain falling from a low, slate-colored sky made everything look dark and wet – the ship, the pier, the trucks, even the sailors hurrying to and fro.


At the gate at the head of the pier stood a portable guard shack where a sailor huddled with the collar of his pea coat turned up, his hands thrust deep into his pockets. There was no heater in the wooden shack so the air here was no warmer than it was outside, but at least he was out of the wind. Raw and wet, the swirling air lashed at unprotected flesh and cut like a knife through thin trousers.


The sailor looked yet again up at the projecting flight deck of the great ship, at the tails and wing butts of the aircraft sticking over the edge. Then his eyes wandered back along the ship’s length, over a thousand feet. The gray steel behemoth looked so permanent, so solid, one almost had to accept on faith the notion that it was indeed a ship that could move at will upon the oceans. It looked, the sailor decided, like a cliff of blue-black granite.


Streams of water trickled from scuppers high on the edge of the flight deck. When the wind gusted these dribbles scattered and became an indistinguishable part of the rain. In the lulls the streams splattered randomly against the pier, the camels that wedged the hull away from the pilings, and the restless black water of the bay.


The sailor watched the continuous march of small swells as they surged against the oil containment booms, swirled trash against the pilings, and lapped nervously against the hull of the ship. Of course the ship didn’t move. She lay as motionless as if she were resting on bedrock.


Yet she was floating upon that oily black wet stuff, the sailor mused. This 95,000 tons of steel would get under way tomorrow morning, steam across the bay and through the Golden Gate. All of her eighty aircraft were already aboard, all except the last one that was just now being lifted by a crane onto the forward starboard elevator, Elevator One. This past week had been spent loading bombs, bullets, beans, toilet paper - supplies by the tractor-trailer load, an endless stream of trucks and railroad cars, which were pushed down tracks in the middle of the pier.


Tomorrow.


Carrying her planes and five thousand men, the ship would leave the land behind and move freely in a universe of sea and sky – that was a fact amazing and marvelous and somewhat daunting. The carrier would be a man-made planet voyaging in a universe of water, storms, darkness, maybe occasionally even sunlight. And on this planet would be the ants - the men - working and eating, working and sleeping, working and sweating, working and praying that somehow, someday the ship would once again return to the land.


And he would be aboard her. This would be his first cruise, at the age of nineteen years. The prospect was a little strange and a little frightening.


The sailor shivered involuntarily - was it the cold? - and looked again at the tails of the planes projecting over the edge of the flight deck. What would it be like to ride one of those planes down the catapult into the sky, or to come across the fantail and catch one of the arresting gear wires? The sailor didn’t know, nor was it likely he would ever find out, a fact that gave him a faint sense of disappointment. He was a storekeeper, a clerk. The aviators who would fly the planes were officers, all older and presumably vastly more knowledgeable than he - certainly they lived in a world far different than his. But maybe someday. When you are nineteen the future stretches away like a highway until it disappears into the haze. Who knows what lies ahead on that infinite, misty road?


The sailor wasn’t very interested in that mystical future: his thoughts turned glumly to the here and now. He was homesick. There was a girl at home whom he hadn’t been all that serious about when he joined the Navy after high school, but the separation had worked its insidious magic. Now he was writing her three long letters per week, plus a letter to his folks and one to his brother. The girl … well, she was dating another guy. That fact ate at his insides something fierce.


He was thinking about the girl, going over what he would say in his next letter — her last letter to him had arrived three weeks ago - when a taxi pulled up on the other side of the gate. An officer stepped out and stood looking at the ship, a lieutenant, wearing a leather flight jacket and a khaki fore-and-aft cap.


After the cab driver opened the trunk, the officer paid him and hoisted two heavy parachute bags. One he swung onto his right shoulder. The other he picked up with his left hand. He strode toward the gate and the guard shack.


The sailor came out into the rain with his clipboard. He saluted the officer and said, ‘I’m sorry, sir, but I need to see your ID card.’


The officer made eye contact with the sailor for the first time. He was about six feet tall, with gray eyes and a nose that was a trifle too large for his face. He lowered the bags to the wet concrete, dug in his pocket for his wallet, extracted an ID card and handed it to the sailor.


The sailor carefully copied the information from the ID card to the paper on his clipboard as he tried to shield the paper from the rain. LT JACOB L. GRAFTON, USN. Then he passed the credit-card-size piece of plastic back to the officer.


‘Thank you, sir.’


‘Okay, sailor,’ the lieutenant said. After he stowed the card he stood silently for several seconds looking at the ship. He ignored the falling rain.


Finally he looked again at the sailor. ‘Your first cruise?’


‘Yessir.’


‘Where you from?’


‘Iowa, sir.’


‘Umm.’


After a last glance at the airplanes on the flight deck above, the officer reached for his bags. He again hoisted one of the parachute bags to his right shoulder, then lifted the other in his left hand. From the way the bags sagged the sailor guessed they weighed at least fifty pounds each. The officer didn’t seem to have any trouble handling them, though.


‘Iowa’s a long way behind you,’ the lieutenant said softly.


‘Yessir.’


‘Good luck,’ the lieutenant said, and walked away down the pier.


The sailor stood oblivious to the rain and watched him go.


Not just Iowa … everything was behind. The ship, the great ocean, Hawaii, Hong Kong, Singapore, Australia - all that was ahead. They would sail in the morning. Only one more night.


The sailor retreated to the shack and closed the door. He began to whistle to himself.


An hour later Lieutenant Jack Grafton finally found his new two-man stateroom and dumped his bags. His roommate, a Navy pilot, wasn’t around, but apparently he had moved into the bottom bunk.


Jake climbed into the top bunk and stretched out.


Just five months into his first shore tour - after three years in a fleet squadron with two combat cruises - his tour was cut short. Now he was going to sea again, this time with a Marine squadron.


Amateur hour! Jarheads!


How had he gotten himself into this fix anyway?


Well, the world started coming unglued about three weeks ago, when he went to Chicago to see Callie. He closed his eyes and half-listened to the sounds of the ship as it all came flooding back.


‘Do you know Chicago?’ Callie McKenzie asked.


It was 11 A.M. on a Thursday morning and they were on the freeway from O’Hare into the city. Callie was at the wheel.


Jake Grafton leaned back in the passenger’s seat and grinned. ‘No.’


Her eyes darted across his face. She was still glowing from the long, passionate kiss she had received at the gate in front of an appreciative audience of travelers and gate attendants. Then they had walked down the concourse arm in arm. Now Jake’s green nylon folding clothes bag was in the trunk and they had left the worst of O’Hare’s traffic behind.


‘Thank you for the letters,’ she said. ‘You’re quite a correspondent.’


‘Well, thank you for all the ones you wrote to me.’


She drove in silence, her cheeks still flushed. After a bit she said, ‘So your knee is okay and you’re flying again?’


‘Oh, sure.’ Unconsciously Jake rubbed the knee that had been injured in an ejection over Laos six months ago. When he realized that he was doing it, he laughed, then said, ‘But that’s history. The war’s over, the POWs are home, it’s June, you’re beautiful, I’m here - all in all, life is damn good.’


In spite of herself Callie McKenzie flushed again. Here he was, in the flesh, the man she had met in Hong Kong last fall and spent a bittersweet weekend with in the Philippines. What was that, seven days total? And she was in love with him.


She had avidly read and reread his letters and written long, chatty replies. She had told him she loved him in every line. And she had called him the first evening she arrived back in the States after finishing her two-year tour in Hong Kong with the State Department. That was ten days ago. Now, here he was.


They had so much to talk about, a relationship to renew. She was worried about that. Love was so tricky. What if the magic didn’t happen?


‘My folks are anxious to meet you,’ she said, a trifle nervously Jake Grafton thought. He was nervous too, so nervous that he couldn’t eat the breakfast they had served on the plane from Seattle. Yet here with her now, he could feel the tension leaving him. It was going to be all right.


When he didn’t reply, she glanced at him. He was looking at the skyline of the city, wearing a half-smile. The car seemed crowded with his presence. That was one of the things she had remembered - he seemed a much larger man than he was. He hadn’t changed. Somehow she found that reassuring. After another glance at his face, she concentrated on driving.


In a moment she asked, ‘Are you hungry?’


‘Oh, getting there.’


‘I thought we’d go downtown, get some lunch, do some sightseeing, then go home this evening after my folks get home from the university.’


‘Sounds like a plan.’


‘You’ll like Chicago,’ she said.


‘I like all American towns,’ he said softly. ‘I’ve never yet been in one I didn’t like.’


‘You men! So hard to please.’


He laughed, and she joined in.


He’s here! She felt delicious.


She found a parking garage within the Loop and they went walking hand in hand, looking, laughing, getting reacquainted. After lunch with a bubbling crowd in a pub, they walked and walked.


Of course Callie wanted to hear an account from Jake’s own lips about his shootdown and rescue from Laos, and they talked about Tiger Cole, the bombardier who had broken his back and was now undergoing intensive physical therapy in Pensacola.


When they had each brought the other up-to-date on all the things that had happened to them since they last saw each other, Callie asked, ‘Are you going to stay in the Navy?’


‘I don’t know. I can get out after a year in this shore tour.’ He was a flight instructor at Attack Squadron 128 at NAS Whidbey Island, Washington, transitioning new pilots and bombardier-navigators (BNs) to the A-6 Intruder. ‘The flying is fun,’ he continued. ‘It’s good to get back to it. But I don’t know. It depends.’


‘Oh what?’


‘Oh, this and that.’ He grinned at her.


She liked how he looked when he grinned. His gray eyes danced.


She thought she knew what the decision depended on, but she wanted to hear him say it. ‘Not finances?’


‘No. Got a few bucks saved.’


‘On a civilian flying job?’


‘Haven’t applied for any.’


‘On what then, Jake?’


They were on a sidewalk on Lake Shore Drive, with Lake Michigan spreading out before them. Jake had his elbows on the railing. Now he turned and enveloped Callie in his arms and gave her a long, probing kiss. When they finally parted for air, he said, ‘Depends on this and that.’


‘On us?’


‘You and me.’


The admission satisfied her. She wrapped her hands around one of his arms and rested her head on his shoulder. The gulls were crying and wheeling above the beach.


The McKenzies lived in a brick two-story in an old neighborhood. Two giant oaks stood in the tiny front yard between the porch and the sidewalk. After apparently struggling for years to get enough sunlight, most of the grass had surrendered to fate. Only a few blades poked through last autumn’s leaf collection. Professor McKenzie appeared to be as enthusiastic about raking leaves as he was about mowing grass.


Callie introduced Jake to her parents and he agreed that he could drink a beer, if they had any. The professor mixed himself a highball and poured a glass of wine for each of the ladies. Then the four of them sat a few minutes in the study with their drinks in hand exchanging pleasantries.


He had been in the Navy for five years, liked it so far. He and Callie had met in Hong Kong. Wasn’t this June pleasant?


Callie and her mother finally excused themselves and headed for the kitchen. Jake surveyed the room for ashtrays and saw that there weren’t any. As he debated whether he should cross his legs or keep both feet firmly on the floor, Callie’s father told him that he and his wife taught at the University of Chicago, had done so for thirty years, had lived in this house for twenty. They hoped to retire in eight years. Might even move to Florida.


‘I was raised in southwestern Virginia,’ Jake informed his host. ‘My dad has a pretty good-size farm.’


‘Have you any farming ambitions?’


No, Jake thought not. He had seen his share of farming while growing up. He was a pilot now and thought he might just stick with it, although he hadn’t decided for certain.


‘What kind of planes do you fly in the Navy?’ Professor McKenzie asked.


So Callie hadn’t mentioned that? Or the professor forgot. ‘I fly A-6s, sir.’


Not a glimmer showed on the professor’s face. He had a weathered, lined face, was balding and wore trifocals. Still, he wasn’t bad looking. And Mrs McKenzie was a striking lady. Jake could see where Callie got her looks and figure.


‘What kind of planes are those?’ the professor asked, apparently just to make conversation.


‘Attack planes. All-weather attack.’


‘Attack?’


‘Any time, anywhere, any weather, day or night, high, low or in the middle.’


‘You … drop … bombs?’ His face was blank, incredulous.


‘And shoot missiles,’ Jake said firmly.


Professor McKenzie took a deep breath and stared at this young man who had been invited into his house by his daughter. His only daughter. Life is amazing - getting into bed with a woman is the ultimate act of faith: truly, you are rolling cosmic dice. Who would have believed that twenty-five years later the child of that union would bring home this … this …


‘Doesn’t it bother you? Dropping bombs?’


‘Only when the bad guys are trying to kill me,’ Jake Grafton replied coolly. ‘Now if you’ll excuse me, sir, maybe I should take my bags upstairs and wash my face.’


‘Of course.’ The professor gestured vaguely toward the hallway where the stairs were and took a healthy swig of his highball.


Jake found the spare bedroom and put his bags on a chair. Then he sat on the bed staring out the window.


He was in trouble. You didn’t have to be a genius to see that. Callie hadn’t told her parents anything about him. And that look on the old man’s face! ‘You drop bombs?’


He could have just said, ‘Oh, Mr Grafton, you’re a hit man for the Mafia? What an unusual career choice! And you look like you enjoy your work!


Jesus!


He dug in his pocket and got out the ring. He had purchased this engagement ring last December on the Shiloh and carried it with him ever since, on the ground, in the air, all the time. He had fully intended to give it to Callie when the time was right. But this visit … her parents … it made him wonder. Was he right for this woman? Would he fit into her family? Oh, love is wonderful and grand and will conquer all the problems - isn’t that the way the songs go? Yet under the passion there needs to be something else … a rightness. He wanted a woman to go the distance with. If Callie was the woman, now was not the time. She wasn’t ready.


And he wasn’t if she wasn’t.


He looked disgustedly at the ring, then put it back into his pocket.


The evening sun shone through the branches of the old oak. The window was open, a breeze wafted through the screen. That limb - he could take out the screen, toss down the bags, get onto that limb and climb down to the ground. He could be in a taxi on the way to the airport before they even knew he was gone.


He was still sitting there staring glumly out the window when Callie came for him thirty minutes later.


‘What’s wrong?’ she asked.


‘Nothing,’ he said, rising from the bed and stretching. ‘Dinner ready?’


‘Yes.’


‘Something is wrong, isn’t it?’


There was no way to avoid it. ‘You didn’t tell me your Dad was Mr Liberal.’


‘Liberal? He’s about a mile left of Lenin.’


‘He looked really thrilled when I told him I was an attack pilot.’


‘Dad is Dad. I thought it was me you were interested in?’


Jake Grafton cocked his head. ‘Well, you are better looking than he is. Probably a better kisser, too.’ He took her arm and led her toward the stairs. ‘Wait till you meet my older brother,’ he told her. ‘He can’t wait for the next revolution. He says the next time we won’t screw it up like Bobby Lee and Jeff Davis did.’


‘How would you rate me as a kisser?’ she asked softly.


They paused on the top stair and she wrapped her arms around him. ‘This is for score,’ he whispered. ‘Pucker up.’


That night when they were in bed Professor McKenzie told his wife, ‘That boy’s a killer.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous, Wallace.’


‘He kills people. He kills them from the air. He’s an executioner.’


‘That’s war, dear. They try to kill him, he tries to kill them.’


‘It’s murder.’


Mary McKenzie had heard it all before. ‘Callie is in love with him, Wallace. I suggest you keep your opinions and your loaded labels to yourself. She must make her own decision.’


‘Decision? What decision?’


‘Whether or not to marry him.’


‘Marriage?’


‘Don’t tell me you didn’t know what was going on?’ his wife said crossly. ‘I swear, you’re blind as a bat! Didn’t you see her at dinner tonight? She loves him.’


‘She won’t marry him,’ Professor McKenzie stated positively. ‘I know Callie!’


‘Yes, dear,’ Mrs McKenzie muttered, just to pacify the man. What her husband knew about young women in love wouldn’t fill a thimble. She herself was appalled by Callie’s choice, believing the girl could do a whale of a lot better if she just looked around a little.


Callie was inexperienced. She didn’t date until college and then couldn’t seem to find any young men who interested her. Mrs McKenzie had hoped she would find a proper man while working for the State Department - apparently a futile hope. This Grafton boy was physically a good specimen, yet he was wrong for Callie. He was so … blue-collar. The girl needed a man who was at least in the same room with her intellectually.


But she wasn’t going to say that to Callie - not a chance. Pointed comments would probably be resented, perhaps even resisted. In this new age of liberated womanhood, covert pressure was the proper way, the only way. One had to pretend strict neutrality - ‘This is your decision, dear’ - while radiating bad vibes. She owed her daughter maternal guidance - choosing a mate is much too important to be left to young women with raging hormones.


Secure in the knowledge that she was up to the task that duty had set before her, Mrs McKenzie went peacefully to sleep while her husband stewed.


At breakfast Professor McKenzie held forth on the Vietnam War. The night before at dinner he had said little, preferring to let the ladies steer the conversation. This morning he told Jake Grafton in no uncertain terms what he thought of the politicians who started the war and the politicians who kept the nation in it.


If he was expecting an argument, he didn’t get it. In fact, several times Jake nodded in agreement with the professor’s points, and twice Callie distinctly heard him say, ‘You’re right.’


After the senior McKenzies left the house for the university, Jake and Callie headed for the kitchen to finish cleaning up.


‘You sure handled Dad,’ Callie told her boyfriend.


‘Huh?’


‘You took the wind right out of Dad’s sails. He thought you were going to give him a bang-up fight.’


She was looking straight into his gray eyes when he said, ‘The war’s over. It’s history. What is there to fight about?’


‘Well …,’ Callie said dubiously.


Jake just shrugged. His knee was fairly well healed and the dead were buried. That chapter of his life was over.


He gathered her into his arms and smiled. ‘What are we going to do today?’


He had good eyes, Callie thought. You could almost look in and see the inner man, and that inner man was simple and good. He wasn’t complicated or self-absorbed like her father, nor was he warped with secret doubts and phobias like so many of the young men she knew. Amazingly, after Vietnam his scars were merely physical, like that slash on his temple where a bullet gouged him.


Acutely aware of the warmth and pressure of his body against hers, she gave him a fierce hug and whispered, ‘What would you like to do?’


The feel and smell and warmth of her seemed more than Jake could take in. ‘Anything you want, Miss McKenzie,’ he said hoarsely, mildly surprised at his reaction to her presence, ‘as long as we do it together.’ That didn’t come out quite the way he intended, and he felt slightly flustered. You can’t just invite a woman to bed at eight-thirty in the morning!


His hand massaged the small of her back and she felt her knees get weak. She took a deep breath to steady herself, then said, ‘I’d like to take you to meet my brother, Theron. He lives in Milwaukee. But first let’s clean up these dishes. Then, since you so coyly suggested it, let’s slip upstairs in a Freudian way and get seriously naked.’


When Jake’s cheeks reddened, Callie laughed, a deep, throaty woman’s laugh. ‘Don’t pretend you weren’t thinking about that!’


Jake dearly enjoyed seeing her laugh. She had a way of throwing her head back and unashamedly displaying a mouthful of beautiful teeth that he found captivating. When she did it her hair swayed and her eyes crinkled. The effect was mesmerizing. You wanted her to do it again, and again, and again.


‘The thought did flit across my little mind,’ he admitted, grinning, watching her eyes.


‘Ooh, I want you, Jake Grafton,’ she said, and kissed him.


A shaft of sunlight streamed through the open window and fell squarely across them in the bed. After all those months of living aboard ship, in a steel cubicle in the bowels of the beast where the sun never reached, Jake thought the sunlight magical. He gently turned her so their heads were in the sun. The zephyr from the window played with strands of her brown hair and the sun flecked them with gold. She was woman, all warm taut sleek smoothness and supple, sensuous wetness.


Somehow she ended up on top and set the rhythm of their lovemaking. As her hair caressed his cheeks and her hands kneaded his body, the urgency became overwhelming. He guided her onto him.


When she lay spent across him, her lashes stroking his cheek, her breath hot on his shoulder, he whispered, ‘I love you.’


‘I know,’ she replied.


Theron McKenzie had been drafted into the Army in 1967. On October 7, 1968, he stepped on a land mine. He lost one leg below the knee and one above. Today he walked on artificial legs. Jake thought he was pretty good at it, although he had to sway his body from side to side to keep his balance when he threw the legs forward.


‘It was in II Corps,’ he told Jake Grafton, ‘at the base camp. And the worst of it was that the mine was one of ours. I just forgot for a moment and walked the wrong way.’ He shrugged and grinned.


He had a good grin. Jake liked him immediately. Yet he was slightly taken aback when Theron asked, ‘So are you going to marry her?’ This while his sister walked between them holding on to Jake’s arm.


Grafton recovered swiftly. ‘Aaah, I dunno. She’s so pushy, mighty smart, might be more than a country boy like me could handle. If you were me, knowing what you know about her, what would you do?’


Both men stared at Callie’s composed features. She didn’t let a muscle twitch. Theron sighed, then spoke: ‘If I were you and a woman loved me as much as this one loves you, I’d drag her barefoot to the altar. If I were you.’


‘I’ll think about it.’


‘And what about you, Sis? You gonna marry him?’


‘Theron, how would you like to have you throat cut?’


They ate lunch at a sports bar around the corner from the office where Theron worked as a tax accountant. After a half hour of small talk, Theron asked Jake, ‘So are you going to stay in or try life on the outside?’


‘Haven’t decided. All I’ve got is a history degree. I’d have to go back to school.’


‘Maybe you could get a flying job.’


‘Maybe.’


Theron changed the subject. Before Callie could get an oar in, Theron was asking questions about carrier aviation - how the catapults worked, the arresting gear, how the pilots knew if they were on the glide slope. Jake drew diagrams on napkins and Theron asked more questions while Callie sat and watched.


‘God, that must be terrific,’ Theron said to Jake, ‘landing and taking off from an aircraft carrier. That’s something I’d love to do someday.’ He slapped his artificial legs. ‘Of course, I can’t now, but I can just imagine!’


Callie glowed with a feeling of approaching euphoria. She had known that these two would get along well: it was almost as if they were brothers. Having a brother like Theron was hard on a girl - he was all man. When you have a real man only a year and a half older than you are to compare the boys against, finding one that measures up isn’t easy.


Jake Grafton did. Her cup was full to overflowing.


‘Is he going to stay in the Navy?’ Mrs McKenzie asked her daughter. They were in the kitchen cutting the cherry pie.


‘He hasn’t made up his mind.’


Grafton’s indecision didn’t set well with Mrs McKenzie. ‘He probably will,’ she said.


‘He might,’ Callie admitted.


‘The military is a nice comfortable place for some people. The government feeds and clothes and houses them, provides medical care, a living wage. All they have to do is follow orders. Some people like that. They don’t have to take any responsibility. The military is safe.’


Callie concentrated on getting the pie wedges from the pan to the plates without making a mess.


‘Would he continue to fly?’ Mrs McKenzie asked. ‘If he stayed in?’


‘I suspect so,’ her daughter allowed.


Mrs McKenzie let the silence build until it shrieked.


When Callie could stand it no longer, she said, ‘He hasn’t asked me to marry him, Mom.’


‘Oh, he will, he will. That’s a man working himself up to a proposal if ever I saw one.’


Callie told her mother the truth. ‘If he asks, I haven’t decided what the answer will be.’


Which was, Callie McKenzie suspected, precisely why he hadn’t asked. Jake Grafton was nobody’s fool. Yet why she hadn’t yet made up her mind, she didn’t know.


I love him, why am I uncertain?


Mrs McKenzie didn’t know much about Jake Grafton, but she knew a man in love when she saw one. ‘He’s an idiot if he throws his life away by staying in the Navy,’ she said perfunctorily.


‘He’s a pilot, Mom. That’s what he does. He’s good at it.’


‘The airlines hire pilots.’


‘He’s probably considering that,’ Callie said distractedly, still trying to pin down her emotional doubt. Had she been looking for a man like Theron all this time? Was that wise? Was she seeking a substitute for her brother?


Her mother was saying something. After a moment Callie began to pay attention. ‘… so he’ll stay in the Navy, and some night they’ll come tell you he’s crashed and you’re a widow. What then?’


‘Mother, you just announced that some people stay in the military because it’s safe, yet now you argue it’s too dangerous. You can’t have it both ways. Do you want whipped cream on your pie?’


‘Callie, I’m thinking of you. You well know something can be physically dangerous yet on another level appeal to people without ambition.’


Callie opened the refrigerator and stared in. Then she closed it. ‘We’re out of whipped cream. Will you bring the other two plates, please?’ She picked up two of the plates and headed for the dining room.


She put one plate in front of Jake and one in front of her father. Then she seated herself. Jake winked at her. She tried to smile at him.


Lord, if her mother only knew how close to the edge Jake lived she wouldn’t be appalled - she would be horrified. Jake had made light of the dangers of flying onto and off of carriers this afternoon, but Callie knew the truth. Staying alive was the challenge.


She examined his face again. He didn’t look like Theron, but he had the same self-assurance, the same intelligence and good sense, the same intellectual curiosity, the same easy way with everyone. She had seen that in him the first time they met. And like Theron, Jake Grafton had nothing to prove to anyone. Perhaps naval aviation had given Jake that quality — or combat had — but wherever he acquired it, he now had it in spades. He owned the space he occupied.


He was like Theron! She was going to have to come to grips with that fact.


‘The most serious problem our society faces,’ Professor McKenzie intoned, ‘is the complete absence of moral fiber in so many of our young people.’


They had finished the pie and were sipping coffee. Jake Grafton let that pronouncement go by without bothering to glance at his host. He was observing Callie, trying to read her mood.


‘If they had any sense of right and wrong,’ the professor continued, ‘young men would have never fought in that war. Until people understand that they have the right, nay, the duty, the obligation, to resist the illegal demands of a morally bankrupt government, we will continue to have war. Murder, slaughter, rapine, grotesque human suffering, for what? Just to line the pockets of greedy men.’


After the prologue, the professor got down to cases. Jake had a sick feeling this was coming. ‘What about you, Jake? Were you drafted?’


Jake eyed the professor without turning his head. ‘No.’


Something in his voice drew Callie’s gaze. She glanced at him, but his attention was directed at her father.


‘Wallace,’ said Mrs McKenzie, ‘perhaps we should—’


‘You volunteered?’


‘Yes.’


‘You volunteered to kill people?’ the professor asked with naked sarcasm.


‘I volunteered to fight for my country.’


The professor was on firm ground here. He lunged with his rapier. ‘Your country wasn’t under attack by the Vietnamese. You can’t wrap the holy flag around yourself now, Mister, or use it to cover up what you people did over there.’


Now the professor slashed. ‘You and your airborne colleagues murdered defenseless men, women and children. Burned them alive with napalm. Bombed them in the most contemptible, cowardly manner that—’


‘You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.’


‘Gentlemen, let’s change the subject.’ Mrs McKenzie’s tone was flinty.


‘No, Mary,’ the professor said, leaning forward with his eyes on Jake. ‘This young man - I’m being charitable here - is courting our daughter. I think I have a right to know what kind of man he is.’


‘The war’s over, Mr McKenzie,’ Jake said.


‘The shooting has stopped, no thanks to you. But you can’t turn your back on all those murdered people and just walk away. I won’t allow it! The American people won’t—’


But he was orating to Jake Grafton’s back. The pilot walked through the doorway into the hall and his feet sounded on the stairs.


Mrs McKenzie got up abruptly and went to the kitchen, leaving Callie alone with her father.


‘You didn’t have to do that, Dad.’


‘He’s not the man for you, Callie. You couldn’t live with what he did, he and those other criminal swine in uniform.’


Callie McKenzie tapped nervously on the table with a spoon. Finally she put it down and scooted her chair back.


‘I want to say this just right, Father. I’ve been wanting to say this for a long time, but I’ve never known just how. On this occasion I want to try. You think in black and white although we live in a gray world. It’s been my experience that people who think the dividing line between right and wrong is a brick wall are crackpots.’


She rose and left the room with her father sitting open-mouthed behind her.


In the guest room upstairs Jake was rolling up his clothes and stuffing them into his folding bag. The nylon bag, Callie noticed listlessly, was heavily stained. That was the bag he had with him in Olongapo last autumn.


‘I’ve called a cab,’ he told her.


She sagged into a chair. ‘My father … I’m sorry … why do you have to go?’


Grafton finished stuffing the bag, looked around to make sure he hadn’t forgotten anything, then zipped the bag closed. He lifted it from the bed and tossed it toward the door. Only then did he turn to face her.


‘The people I knew in the service were some of the finest men I ever met. Some of those men are dead. Some are crippled for life, like your brother. I’m proud that I served with them. We made mistakes, but we did the best we could. I won’t listen to vicious slander.’


‘Dad and his opinions.’


‘Opinions are like assholes - everybody has one. At his age your father should know that not everyone wants to see his butt or hear his opinion.’


‘Jake, you and I … what we have might grow into something wonderful if we give it a chance. Shouldn’t we take time to talk about this?’


‘Talk about what? The Vietnam War? It’s over. All those dead men! For what? For fucking nothing at all, that’s for what!’ His voice was rising but he didn’t notice. ‘Oh, I killed my share of Vietnamese - your father got that right. They are dead for nothing. Now I’ve got to live with it … every day of my life. Don’t you understand?’


He slammed his hand down on the dresser and the photo on top fell over. ‘I’m not God. I don’t know if we should have gone to Vietnam or if we should have left sooner or if the war was right or wrong. The self-righteous assholes who stayed at home can argue about all that until hell freezes. And it looks like they’re going to.


‘I took an oath. I swore to uphold the Constitution of the United States. So I obeyed orders. I did what I was told to the absolute best of my ability. Just like your brother. And what did it get us? Me and your brother? You and me? Jake and Callie - what did it get us?’


He took a ragged breath. He was perspiring and he felt sick. Slightly nauseated. ‘It isn’t your father. It’s me. I can’t just forget.’


Jake, we must all live with the past. And walk on into the future.’


‘Maybe you and I aren’t ready for the future yet.’


She didn’t reply.


‘Well, maybe I’m not,’ he admitted.


She was biting her lip.


‘You aren’t either,’ he added.


When she didn’t answer he picked up the folding bag and carry-on. ‘Tell your mom thanks.’ He went out the door.


She heard him descend the stairs. She heard the front door open. She heard it close.


Then her tears came.


Almost an hour later she descended the stairs. She was at the bottom when she heard her mother’s voice coming from the study. ‘You blathering fool! I’m sick of hearing you sermonize about the war. I’m sick of your righteousness. I’m sick of you damning the world from the safety of your alabaster pedestal.’


‘Mary, that war was an obscenity. That war was wrong, a great wrong, and the blind stupidity of boys like Grafton made it possible. If Grafton and boys like him had refused to go, there wouldn’t have been a war.’


‘Boys? Jake Grafton is no boy. He’s a man!’


‘He doesn’t think,’ Professor McKenzie said, his voice dripping contempt. ‘He can’t think. I don’t call him much of a man.’


Callie sank to the steps. She had never heard her parents address each other in such a manner. She felt drained, empty, but their voices held her mesmerized.


‘Oh, he’s a man all right,’ her mother said. ‘He just doesn’t think like you do. He’s got the brains and talent to fly jet aircraft in combat. He’s got the character to be a naval officer, and I suspect he’s a pretty good one. I know that doesn’t impress you much, but Callie knows what he is. He’s got the maturity and character to impress her.’


‘Then she’s too easily impressed. That girl doesn’t know—’


‘Enough, you fool!’ said Mary McKenzie bitterly. ‘We’ve got a son who did his duty as he saw it and you’ve never let him forget that you think he’s a stupid, contemptible fascist. Your only son. So he doesn’t come here anymore. He won’t come here. Your opinion is just your opinion, Wallace - you can’t seem to get it through your thick head that other people can honorably hold different opinions. And a great many people do.’


‘I—’


His wife raised her voice and steamed on. ‘I’m going to say this just once, Wallace, so you had better listen. Callie may marry Jake Grafton, regardless of our wishes. In her way she’s almost as pigheaded as you are. Jake Grafton’s every inch the man that Theron is, and he won’t put up with your bombast and supercilious foolishness any more than Theron does. Grafton proved that here tonight. I don’t blame him.’


‘Callie won’t marry that—’


‘You damned old windbag, shut up! What you know about your daughter could be printed in foot-high letters on the head of a pin.’


She shouted that last sentence, then fell silent. When she spoke again her voice was cold, every word enunciated clearly:


‘It will be a miracle if Jake Grafton ever walks through that door again. So I’m serving notice on you, Wallace, here and now. Your arrogance almost cost me my son. If it costs me my daughter, I’m divorcing you.’


Before Callie could move from her seat on the steps, Mrs McKenzie came striding through the study door. She saw Callie and stopped dead.


Callie rose, turned, and forced herself to climb the stairs.





CHAPTER TWO


After a miserable night in a motel near O’Hare, Jake got a seat the next day on the first flight to Seattle. Unfortunately, the next Harbor Airlines flight to Oak Harbor was full, so he had two hours to kill at Sea-Tac. He headed for the bar and sat nursing a beer.


The war was over, yet it wasn’t. That was the crazy thing.


He had tried to keep his cool in Chicago and had done a fair job until the professor goaded him beyond endurance. Now he sat going over the mess again, for the fifteenth time, wondering what Callie was thinking, wondering what she felt.


The ring was burning a hole in his pocket. He pulled it out and looked at it from time to time, trying to shield it in his hand so that casual observers wouldn’t think him weird.


Maybe he ought to throw the damned thing away. It didn’t look like he was ever going to get to give it to Callie, not in this lifetime, anyway, and he certainly wasn’t going to hang on to it for future presentation to whomever. He was going to have to do something with it.


He had been stupid to buy the ring in the first place. He should have waited until she said yes, then taken her to a jewelry store and let her pick out the ring. Normal guys got the woman first, the ring second. A fellow could avoid a lot of pitfalls if he did it the tried-and-true traditional way.


Water under the bridge.


But, God! he felt miserable. So empty, as if he had absolutely nothing to live for.


He was glumly staring into his beer mug when he heard a man’s voice ask, ‘Did you get that in Vietnam?’


Jake looked. Two stools down sat a young man, no more than twenty-two or - three. His left hand was a hook sticking out of his sleeve. His interrogator was older, pushing thirty, bigger, and stood waiting for the bartender to draw him a beer.


‘Yeah,’ the kid said. ‘Near Chu Lai.’


‘Serves you right,’ the older man said as he tossed his money on the bar and picked up his beer. He turned away.


Jake Grafton was off his stool and moving without conscious thought. He laid a heavy hand on the man’s shoulder and spun him around. Beer slopped from the man’s mug.


‘You sonuvabitch!” the man roared. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’


‘You owe this guy an apology.’


‘My ass!’ Then the look on Grafton’s face sank in. ‘Now hold on, you bastard! I’ve got a black belt in—’


That was all he managed to get out, because Jake seized a beer bottle sitting on the bar and smashed it against the man’s head with a sweeping backhand. The big man went to the floor, stunned.


Grafton grabbed wet, bloody hair with his right hand and lifted. He grabbed a handful of balls with his left and brought the man to his feet, then started him sideways. With a heave he threw him through the plate-glass window onto the concourse.


As the glass tinkled down Jake walked out the door of the bar and approached the man. He lay stunned, surrounded by glass fragments. The glass grated under Jake’s shoes.


Jake squatted.


The man was semiconscious, bleeding from numerous small cuts. His eyes swam, then focused on Grafton.


‘You got off lucky this time. I personally know a dozen men who would have killed you for that crack you made in there. There’s probably thousands of them.’


Slivers of glass stuck out of the man’s face in several places.


‘If I were you I’d give up karate. You aren’t anywhere near tough enough. Maybe you oughta try ballet.’


He stood and walked back into the bar, ignoring the gaping onlookers. The ex-soldier was still sitting on the stool.


‘How much for the beers?’ Jake asked the bartender.


‘Yours?’


‘Mine and this gentleman’s. I’m buying his too.’


‘Four bucks.’


Jake tossed a five-spot on the bar. Through the now-empty frame of the window he saw a policeman bending over the man lying on the concourse.


Jake held out his hand to the former soldier, who shook it.


‘You didn’t have to do that.’


‘Yeah I did,’ Jake said. ‘I owed it to myself.’


The bartender held out his hand. ‘I was in the Army for a couple years. I’d like to shake your hand too.’


Jake shook it.


‘Well,’ he said to the one-handed veteran, who was looking at his hook, ‘don’t let the assholes grind you down.’


‘He isn’t the only one,’ the man murmured, nodding toward the concourse.


‘I know. We got a fucking Eden here, don’t we?’


He left the bar and introduced himself to the first cop he saw.


It was about four o’clock on Monday afternoon when a police officer opened the cell door.


‘You’re leaving, Grafton. Come on.’


The officer walked behind Jake, who was decked out in a blue jumpsuit and shuffled along in rubber shower sandals that were several sizes too big. He had been in the can all weekend. He had used his one telephone call when he was arrested on Saturday to call the squadron duty officer at NAS Whidbey.


‘You’re where?’ that worthy had demanded, apparently unable to believe his own ears.


‘The King County Jail,’ Jake repeated.


‘I’ll be damned! What’d you do, kill somebody?’


‘Naw. Threw a guy out of a bar.’


‘That’s all?’


‘He went out through a plate glass window.’


‘Oh.’


‘Better put it in the logbook and call the skipper at home.’


‘Okay, Jake. Don’t bend over to pick up the soap.’


This afternoon he got into his civilian clothes in the same room in which he had undressed, the same room, incidentally, in which he had been fingerprinted and photographed. When he was dressed an officer passed him an envelope that contained the items from his pockets.


Jake examined the contents of the envelope. His airline tickets were still there, his wallet, change, and the ring. He pocketed the ring and counted the money in the wallet.


‘Don’t see many white guys in here carrying diamond rings,’ the cop said chattily.


Grafton wasn’t in the mood.


‘Dopers seem to have pockets full of them,’ the cop continued. ‘And burglars. You haven’t been crawling through any windows, have you?’


‘Not lately.’ Jake snapped his wallet shut and pocketed it.


‘Bet it helps you get laid a lot.’


‘Melts their panties. Poked your daughter last week.’


‘Sign this receipt, butthole.’


Jake did so.


They led him out to a desk. His commanding officer, Commander Dick Donovan, was sitting in a straight-backed chair. He didn’t bother watching as Jake signed two more pieces of paper thrust at him by the desk sergeant. One was a promise to appear in three weeks for a preliminary hearing before a magistrate. Jake pocketed his copy.


‘You’re free to go,’ the sergeant said.


Donovan came out of his chair and headed for the door. Jake trailed along behind him.


In the parking lot Jake got into the passenger seat of Donovan’s car. Donovan still hadn’t said a word. He was a big man, easily six foot three, with wide shoulders and huge feet. He was the first bombardier-navigator (BN) to ever command the replacement squadron, VA-128.


‘Thanks for bailing me out, Skipper.’


‘I have a lot better things to do with my time than driving all the way to Seattle to bail an officer out of jail. An officer! A bar brawl! I almost didn’t come. I shouldn’t have. I wish I hadn’t.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘Don’t shit me, Mister. You aren’t sorry! You weren’t even drunk when you threw that guy through that window. You’d had exactly half of one beer. I read the police report and the witnesses’ statements. You aren’t sorry and you’ve got no excuse.’


‘I’m sorry you had to drive down here, sir. I’m not sorry for what I did to that guy. He had it coming.’


‘Just who do you think you are, Grafton? Some comic book superhero? Who gave you the right to punish every jerk out there that deserves it? That’s what cops and courts are for.’


‘Okay, I shouldn’t have done it.’


‘You’re breaking my heart.’


‘Thanks for bailing me out. You didn’t have to do it. I know that.’


‘Not that you give a good goddamn.’


‘It really doesn’t matter.’


‘What should I do with you now?’


‘Whatever you feel you gotta do, Skipper. Write a bad fittie, letter of reprimand, court-martial, whatever. It’s your call. If you want, I’ll give you a letter of resignation tomorrow.’


‘Just like that,’ Donovan muttered.


‘Just like that’


‘Is that what you want? Out of the Navy?’


‘I haven’t thought about it.’


‘Sir!’ Donovan snarled.


‘Sir.’


Donovan fell silent. He got on 1-5 and headed north. He didn’t take the exit for the Mukilteo ferry, but stayed on the freeway. He was in no mood for the ferry. He was going the long way around, across the bridge at Deception Pass to Whidbey Island.


Jake merely sat and watched the traffic. None of it mattered anymore. The guys who died in Vietnam, the ones who were maimed … all that carnage and suffering … just so assholes could insult them in airports? So college professors could sneer? So the lieutenants who survived could fret about their fitness reports while they climbed the career ladder rung by slippery rung?


June … in the year of our Lord 1973.


In Virginia his dad would be working from dawn to dark. His father knew the price that had to be paid, so he paid it, and he reaped the reward. The calves were born and thrived, the cattle gained weight, the crops grew and matured and were harvested.


Perhaps he should go back to Virginia, get some sort of job. He was tired of the uniform, tired of the paperwork, even … even tired of the flying. It was all so absolutely meaningless.


Donovan was guiding the car through Mount Vernon when he spoke again. ‘It took eighty-seven stitches to sew that guy up.’


Jake wasn’t paying attention. He made a polite noise.


‘His balls were swollen up the size of oranges.’ The skipper sighed. ‘Eighty-seven stitches is a lot, but there shouldn’t be any permanent injuries. Just some scars. So I talked to the prosecutor. There won’t be a trial.’


Jake grunted. He was half listening to Donovan now, but the commander’s words were just that, words.


‘The prosecutor walked out from the Chosin Reservoir with the Fifth Marines,’ Donovan continued. ‘He read the police report and the statements by the bartender and that crippled soldier. The police file and complaint are going to be lost.’


‘Humpf,’ Jake said.


‘So you owe me five hundred bucks. Two hundred which I posted as bail and three hundred to replace that window you broke. You can write me a personal check.’


‘Thanks, Skipper.’


‘Of course, that jerk could try to cash in on his eighty-seven stitches if he can find a lawyer stupid enough to bring a civil suit. A jury might make you pay the hospital and doctor bill, but I doubt if they would give the guy a dime more than that. Never can tell about juries, though.’


‘Eighty-seven,’ Jake murmured.


‘So you can pack your bags,’ Donovan continued. ‘I’m sending you to the Marines. Process servers can’t get you if you’re in the middle of the Pacific.’


With a growing sense of horror Jake realized the import of Commander Donovan’s words. ‘The Marines?’


‘Yeah. Marine A-6 outfit is going to sea on Columbia. They don’t have any pilots with carrier experience. BUPERS’ - the Bureau of Naval Personnel - ‘is looking for some Navy volunteers to go to sea with them. Consider yourself volunteered.’


‘Jesus H. Christ, Skipper!’ he spluttered. ‘I just completed two ‘Nam cruises five months ago.’ He fell silent, tongue-tied as the full implications of this disaster pressed in upon him.


Shore duty was the payback, the flying vacation from two combat cruises, the night cat shots, the night traps, getting shot at, shot up and shot down. Those night rides down the catapults … sweet Jesus how he had hated those. And the night approaches, in terrible weather, sometimes in a shot-up airplane, with never enough gas - it made him want to puke just thinking about that shit. And here was Tiny Dick Donovan proposing to send him right back to do eight or nine more months of it!


Aww, fuck! It just wasn’t fair!


‘The gooks damn near killed me over North Vietnam a dozen times! It’s a miracle I’m still alive. And now you feed me a shit sandwich.’


That just popped out. Dick Donovan didn’t seem to hear. It dawned on Jake that the commander probably couldn’t be swayed with sour grapes.


In desperation, Jake attacked in the only direction remaining. ‘The jarheads maintain their planes with ball peen hammers and pipe wrenches,’ he roared, his voice beyond its owner’s control. ‘Their planes are flying deathtraps.’


When Donovan didn’t reply to this indisputable truth, Jake lost the bubble completely. ‘You can’t do this to me! I—’


‘Wanna bet?’


There were three staff instructors seated at stools at the bar nursing beers when Jake walked into the O Club. The afternoon sun streamed through the tall windows. If you squinted against the glare you could see the long lazy reach of Puget Sound, placid in the calm evening, more like a pond than an arm of the sea. If you looked closely though, you could see the rise and fall of gentle swells.


Jake broke the news that he was on his way to the Marine squadron going aboard Columbia. He could see by the looks on their faces that they already knew. Bad news rides a fast horse.


Heads bobbed solemnly.


‘Well, shore duty gets old quick.’


‘Yeah. Whidbey ain’t bad, but it ain’t Po City.’


Their well-meaning remarks gave Jake no comfort, although he tried to maintain a straight face. Not being a liberty hound, the whores and whiskey of Olongapo City in the Philippines had never been much of an attraction for him. He felt close to tears. This was what he wanted more of - the flying without combat, an eight-thousand-foot runway waiting for his return, relaxed evenings on dry land with mountains on the horizon, the cool breeze coming in off the sound, delicious weekends to loaf through.


The injustice of Donovan’s decision was like a knife in his gut. It was his turn, yet he was leaving all the good stuff and going back to sea!


‘Lucky you aren’t married,’ one of the barflies said. ‘A little cruise in the middle of a shore tour would drive a lot of wives straight to the divorce court.’


That remark got them talking. They knew four men who were in the process of getting divorces. The long separations the Navy required of families were hell on marriages. While his companions gossiped Jake’s thoughts turned morosely to Callie. She was a good woman, and he loved her. He could see her face, feel her touch, hear her voice even now.


But her father! That jerk! A flash of heat went through him, then flickered out as he surveyed the cold ashes of his life.


‘Things happen to Marines,’ Tricky Nixon was saying when Jake once again began paying attention to the conversation.


Tricky was a wiry, dark, compact man. Now his brows knitted. ‘Knew a Marine fighter pilot once. Flew an F-4. He diverted from the ship into Cecil Field one night. Black night. You guys know Cecil, big as half of Texas, with those parallel runways?’


His listeners nodded. Tricky took another swig of beer. After he swallowed and cleared his throat, he continued: ‘For reasons known only to God, he plunked his mighty Phantom down between those parallel runways. In the grass. Hit the radar shack head-on, smacked it into a million splinters.’


Tricky sighed, then continued: ‘The next day the squadron maintenance officer went into Cecil on the COD, looked the plane over pretty good, had it towed outta the dirt onto a taxiway, then filled it with gas and flew it back to the ship. It was a little scratched up but nothing serious. Things happen to Marines.’


They talked about that - about the odds of putting a tactical jet with a landing weight of 45,000 pounds down on grass and not ripping one or more of the gear off the plane.


‘I knew a Marine once,’ Billy Doyle said when the conversation lagged, ‘who forgot to pull the power back when he landed. He was flying an F-4D.’


His listeners nodded.


‘He went screeching down the runway with the tires smoking, went off the end and drove out across about a half mile of dirt. Went through the base perimeter fence and across a ditch that wiped off the landing gear. Skidded on across a road, and came to rest with the plane straddling a railroad track. He sat there awhile thinking it over, then finally shut ’er down and climbed out. He was standing there looking ’er over when a train came along and plowed into the wreck. Smashed it to bits.’


They sipped beer while they thought about forgetting to pull the throttle to idle on touchdown, about how it would feel sitting dazed in the cockpit of a crashed airplane with the engine still running as the realization sank in that you had really screwed the pooch this time. Really screwed the pooch.


‘Things happen to Marines,’ Billy Doyle added.


‘Their bad days can be spectacular,’ Bob Landow agreed in his bass growl. He was a bear of a man, with biceps that rippled the material of his shirt. ‘Marine F-8 pilot was trans-Pacing one time, flying the pond.’


He paused and lubricated his throat while his listeners thought about flying a single-seat fighter across the Pacific, about spending ten or twelve hours strapped to an ejection seat in the tiny cockpit.


Landow’s growl broke the silence. ‘The first time he hit the tanker for gas, the fuel cells overpressurized and ruptured. Fuel squirted out of every orifice. It squirted into the engine bay and in seconds the plane caught fire.


‘At this point our Marine decides to eject. He pulls the face curtain. Nothing happens. But not yet to sweat, because he has the secondary handle between his legs. He gives that a hell of a jerk. Nothing. He just sits there in this unejectable seat in this burning aircraft with fuel running out of every pore over the vast Pacific.


‘This is turning into a major-league bad day. He yanks on the handle a couple more times like King Kong with a hard on. Nothing happens. Gawdalmighty, he’s getting excited now. He tried jettisoning the canopy. Damn thing won’t go off. It’s stuck. This is getting seriouser and seriouser.


‘The plane is burning like a blowtorch by this time and he’s getting really excited. He pounds and pounds at the canopy while the plane does smoky whifferdills. Finally the canopy departs. Our Marine is greatly relieved. He unstraps and prepares to climb out. This is an F-8, you understand, and if he makes it past that tail in one piece he will be the very first. But he’s going to give it a try. He starts to straighten up and the wind just grabs him and whoom - he’s out - free-falling toward the ocean deep and blue. Out, thank God, out!


‘He falls for a while toward the Pacific thinking about Marine maintenance, then decides it’s time to see if the parachute works. It wasn’t that kind of a day. Damn thing streams.’


‘No!’ several of his listeners groaned in unison.


‘I shit you not,’ Bob Landow replied. He helped himself to more beer as his Marine fell from an indifferent sky toward an indifferent sea with an unopened parachute streaming behind him.


‘What’s the rest of it?’ Tricky demanded.


Landow frowned. There is a certain pace to a good sea story, and Tricky had a bad habit of rushing it. Not willing to be hurried, Landow took another sip of beer, then made a show of wiping his lips with a napkin. When he had the glass back on the bar and his weight lifter’s arms crossed just so, he said, ‘He had some Marine luck there at the end. Pulled strings like a puppeteer and got a few panels of the rag to blossom. Just enough. Just enough.’


He shook his head wearily and settled a baleful gaze on Jake Grafton. ‘Things happen to Marines. You be careful out there, Jake.’


‘Yeah,’ Jake told them as he glanced out the window at the reflection of small puffy clouds on the limpid blue water. ‘I will.’





CHAPTER THREE


Jake Grafton was dressed in khakis and wearing his leather flight jacket when he stepped onto the catwalk around the flight deck. The sun was out, yet to the west a layer of fog obscured the higher buildings of San Francisco and all of the Golden Gate Bridge except the tops of the towers. The gentle breeze had that moist, foggy feeling. Jake shivered and tugged his ball cap more firmly onto his head.


The pier below was covered with people. The pilot rested his elbows on the railing of the catwalk and stood taking it all in. listening to the cacophony of voices.


Sailors, Marines, officers and chiefs stood surrounded by their families. Children were everywhere, some clinging to their mothers, others running through the crowd chasing one another, the smaller ones being passed from hand to hand by the adults.


A band was tuning up on Elevator Two, which was in the down position and stuck out over the pier like a porch roof. Even as Jake watched, the conductor got the attention of his charges and whipped them into a Sousa march.


On the pier near the stern another band was assembling. No doubt that was the Naval Air Station band, which tooted for every ship’s departure. Well and good, but Columbia had a band too and apparently the ship’s XO thought there couldn’t be too much music.


Above Jake’s head the tails of aircraft stuck out precariously over the edge of the flight deck and cast weird shadows on the crowded pier. Occasionally he could see people lift their gaze to take in the vast bulk of the ship and the dozens of aircraft. Then the people turned their attention back to their loved one.


Last night he had stood in line at one of the dozen phone booths on the head of the pier. The rain had subsided to occasional drips. When his turn for the booth came, he had called his folks in Virginia, then Callie. It was after midnight in Chicago when she answered.


‘Callie, this is Jake.’


‘Where are you?’


‘On the pier at Alameda. Did you get my letters?’


‘I received three.’


He had written the letters and mailed them from Oceana, where he had been sent to do field carrier qualifications with a group of students from VA-42. He had completed his field quals, of course, but didn’t go to the ship. There hadn’t been time. He would have to qual aboard Columbia after she sailed. He needed ten day and six night traps because it had been over six months since his last carrier landing.


‘Another letter is on the way,’ he told Callie, probably a superfluous comment. ‘You’ll get it in a day or two.’


‘So how is the ship?’


‘It’s a ship. What can I say?’


‘When do you sail?’


‘Seven-thirty in the morning.’


‘So when I wake up you’ll be at sea.’


‘Uh-huh.’


They talked desultorily for several minutes, the operator came on the line and Jake fed in more quarters, then he got down to it. ‘Callie, I love you.’


‘I know you do. Oh, Jake, I’m so sorry your visit was such a disaster.’


‘I am too. I guess these things just happen sometimes. I wish …’ And he ran out of steam. A phone booth on a pier with dozens of sailors awaiting their turn didn’t seem the place to say what he wished.


‘You be careful,’ she said.


‘You know me, Callie. I’m always careful.’


‘Don’t take any unnecessary chances.’


‘I won’t.’


‘I want you to come back to me.’


Now Jake stood watching the crowd and thinking about that. She wanted him to come back to her.


He took a deep breath and sighed. Ah me, life is so strange. Just when everything looks bleakest a ray of sunshine comes through the clouds. Hope. He had hope. She wouldn’t have said something like that unless she meant it, not Callie, not to a guy going on an eight-month cruise.


He was standing there listening to the two bands playing different tunes at the same time, watching the crowd, watching sailors and women engage in passionate kisses, when he saw the Cadillac. A pink Cadillac convertible with the top down was slowly making its way down the pier. People flowed out of its way, then closed in behind it, like water parting for a boat.


Cars were not allowed on the pier. Yet there it was. A man in a white uniform was driving, yet all of his passengers were women, young women, and not wearing a lot of clothing either. Lots of brown thighs and bare shoulders were on display, several truly awesome bosoms.


In complete disregard of the regulations, the car made its way to the foot of the officers’ gangway and stopped. The driver got out and stretched lazily as he surveyed the giant gray ship looming beside the pier. The women bounded out and surrounded him.


It’s Bosun Muldowski! Who else could it be? No sailor could get a car past the guards at the head of the pier and few officers under flag rank. But a warrant officer four? Yep.


Muldowski.


He had been the flight deck bosun on Shiloh, Jake’s last ship. Apparently he was coming to Columbia. Now Jake remembered - Muldowski never did shore duty tours. He had been going from ship to ship for over twenty-five years.


Look at those women in hot pants and short short skirts!


Sailors to the right and left of Jake in the catwalk shouted and shrieked wolf whistles. Muldowski took no notice but the women waved prettily, which drew lusty cheers from the onlooking white hats.


With the bosun’s bags out of the trunk of the car, he took his time hugging each of the women, all five of them, as the bands blared mightily and spectator sailors watched in awe.


‘The bosun must own a whorehouse,’ one sailor down the catwalk told his friends loud enough for Jake to hear.


‘He sure knows how to live,’ his buddy said approvingly.


‘Style. He’s got style.’


Jake Grafton grinned. Muldowski’s spectacular arrival had just catapulted him to superstardom with the white hats, which was precisely the effect, Jake suspected, that the bosun intended. The deck apes would work like slaves for him until they dropped in their tracks.


All too soon the ship’s whistle sounded, bullhorns blared and sailors rushed to single up the lines holding the great ship to the land. The men on the pier gave their women one last passionate hug, then dashed for the gangways. As seven bells sounded over the ship’s PA system, cranes lifted the gangways clear and deposited them on the pier.


The last of the lines were released and the ship began to move, very slowly at first, almost imperceptibly. Slowly the gap between the pier and the men crowding the rails widened.


Sailors tossed their Dixie cups at the pier and children scurried like rats to retrieve them. The strains of ‘Anchors Aweigh’ filled the air.


When the pier was several hundred feet away and aft of the beam, Jake felt a rumble reach him through the steel on which he stood. The screws were biting. The effect was noticeable. The pier slid astern slowly at first, then with increasing speed.


Now the pilot climbed to the flight deck and threaded his way past tie-down chains toward the bow, where he joined a loose knot of men leaning into the increasing wind. Ahead was the Bay Bridge, then the Golden Gate. And the fog beyond the Golden Gate was dissipating.


The ship had cleared the Bay Bridge and was steaming at eight or ten knots past Alcatraz when the loudspeaker sounded. ‘Flight Quarters, flight quarters. All hands man your flight quarters station.’


The cruise had begun.


Jake was in the locker room donning his flight gear when a black Marine in a flight suit came in. He had railroad tracks pinned to the shoulders of his flight suit, so he was a captain, the Marine equivalent of Jake’s Navy rank of lieutenant. He looked Jake over, nodded to a couple of Marines who were also suiting up to get some traps, then strolled over to Jake.


‘They call me Flap. I guess we’re flying together.’


The BN had his hair cut in the Marine Corps’ version of an Afro - that is, it stuck out from his head about half an inch and was meticulously tapered on the sides and back. He was slightly above medium height, with the well-developed chest and bulging muscles that can only be acquired by thousands of hours of pumping iron. He looked to be in his late twenties, maybe thirty at the most.


‘Jake Grafton. You’re Le Beau?’


‘Yep.’


‘How come you weren’t at the brief?’


‘Hey, man. This is CQ!’ CQ meant carrier qualification. ‘All we’re gonna do is fly around this bird farm with the wheels down, dangling our little hook thingy. Where is your bag. You can hack it, can’t ya?’


Jake decided to change the subject. ‘Where you from?’


‘Parris Island. Get it? Le Beau? French name? Parris Island?’


‘Ha ha.’


‘Don’t let this fine chocolate complexion fool you, my man. It’s French chocolate.’


‘French shit,’ said one of Le Beau’s fellow Marines.


‘Eat it, butt breath,’ Flap shot back. ‘I’m black with a seasoning of Creole.’


‘Sorta like coffee with cream,’ Jake Grafton remarked as he zipped up his torso harness.


‘Yeah man. That’s exactly right. There was a planter in Louisiana, Le Beau, with a slobbering craving for black poontang. After the Civil War he took personal offense when his former slaves adopted his last name. They did it ‘cause most of them was his sons and daughters. But Le Beau didn’t like the thought of being recognized in history as a patriarch, didn’t want to admit his generous genetic contributions to improving a downtrodden race. Hung a couple of his nigger kids, he did. So all the blacks in the parish adopted the name. More damn black Le Beaus in that section of Louisiana than you could shake a stiff dick at. Now that redneck Cajun planter bigot was one of my many great-great-grandpappys, of whom I am so very proud.’


‘Terrific,’ said Jake Grafton, who checked to see that the laces of his new G-suit were properly adjusted.


‘We heard you were coming. The Nav just didn’t think us gyrenes could handle all this high tailhook tech. So we heard they were sending an ace Navy type to indoctrinate us ignorant jarheads, instruct us, lead the way into a better, brighter day.’
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