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DEDICATION



This is book is dedicated to my beloved wife, Linda Darlene, who, with much patience and prayer, led me to a personal relationship with Christ Jesus and taught me how to love others, especially our children, unconditionally.
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FOREWORDS



Jonathan Sawyer is a retired Chartered Engineer. In his role as Business Manager – Marine, he worked with Steve and his company QPI supporting the US Navy. He was responsible for the marine business of Aeronautical & General Instruments Limited including commercial sales and product design with the support of his talented and multi-disciplined team.
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Jonathan and Liz Sawyer


I have worked with and known the author Steve Fortner for over 20 years and as well as business colleagues, we have become good friends. We built up a successful business together where Steve’s company supported and distributed my company’s products to the US Navy. I have always admired Steve’s direct approach to life, and his faith in God, both of which shine through in his book My Blessed Bride.


The book is a captivating story of Steve’s life from his first job, his submarine navy career, business career, interwoven throughout his life with his devoted love of wife Darlene and their children during their 49 years together until her death in 2019. He discusses his faith in God, and how he reconciled that with his career and daily life.


The book is easy reading, with some wonderful humour from his navy days. It describes Darlene’s long struggle with type 1 diabetes, its complications and how Darlene’s faith in God helped her through this challenging life. For Steve too, his faith in God and God’s wisdom shines through and there are many examples of this throughout the book, both personal and business related.


He describes how his faith gave him the strength to take on new and varied challenges. Similarly, for Darlene, her life is described in detail, her faith in Jesus Christ, and how she spread the Word of God to those who shared her life.


Steve’s life, his devoted love, varied and exciting career is an inspiration to us all. It’s a book that will inspire you with hope for the future. Give it a read!
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Jonathan Sawyer


CEng MIET BSc
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Carol Bretz is the founder and pastor of Jesus is the Light Ministries, aka The Lighthouse Christian Center. Since 1986, she has passionately preached the gospel through street evangelism, kids clubs, multi-cultural parades, crusades, and various events. For over 30 years, she and her Lighthouse Team have hosted its annual Christmas Party for Kids, partnering with local churches to give toys and gifts to over 500 children and their parents. Through the grace of God, her ministry has changed the lives of thousands in the Greater Philadelphia area. Carol has love and compassion for people in need -- who are lonely, depressed, and suffering -- and in all things, gives God the Glory!


Journey with Steve and Darlene Fortner, in his book, “My Blessed Bride,” that reveals the hand of God is with us, from salvation’s call until God calls us home. The hunger for truth in his wife, Darlene’s heart was evident the moment I met her. As a passionate Christian, I was immediately aware of her search for God and His love. I told Darlene God loved her, and her family, and wanted them to become a part of His family and she immediately responded. That was the same day Darlene felt the Jehovah’s Witnesses may be rejecting her. She felt she was not good enough for God, which left her in tears. When she accepted Christ, the light of God’s glory came all over her face. She excitedly shared her faith in Christ with her entire family.


I shared with Steve and Darlene the importance of growing in the knowledge of God’s Word and I connected them with a local church family. Darlene loved talking to people about Jesus and participated in the street outreach ministry of Jesus is the Light Ministries in Philadelphia. One weekend Darlene went with me to a Kenneth Copeland meeting in Philadelphia. While we were there, she had a vision and saw a cloud of glory on the stage. Darlene was so excited that God had blessed her in this way. Always encouraging others, she received from the Lord many visions and prophecies that she shared with the people. It was obvious she had a special gift from God.


In “My Blessed Bride,” you will observe, that Darlene, as a ‘Firebrand’ for God was directed, by God, to immediately win souls for Him! She found out He directs our lives from the moment we are born again. The ministry Darlene was called to brought many children and adults to know Christ and be baptized in His name. Darlene and Steve were led by the Holy Spirit through prophecy, visions and dreams from the Lord which opened the door of blessings for them on earth.


Darlene was a lovely person with a passion for Christ. In Steve, I see a man who loves God with all his heart and wants to honor the bride the Lord gave him.


It has been my pleasure to know the Fortner’s and call them friends. As the officiating minister at Darlene’s Final Service, I was privileged to tell them Darlene’s final journey was when Jesus said to her, ‘Well Done Thou Good and Faithful Servant.’


This book is so interesting in how God fashions our lives from the beginning to the end. I hope you enjoy it as much as I did!


[image: image]


Pastor Carol Bretz
Pastor


‘The Lighthouse Christian Center’
Philadelphia, PA
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Susan Gayle LaViolette is a widow living in Port Charlotte, Florida. She was married to her husband, Jim, for 42 years. Together they had two sons, Mitchell Shane and Jason Adam. In the mid 1990’s Gayle and Jim created a magazine called “The Gulf Coast Real Estate Guide,” and it flourished until Jim’s untimely death in 2018. She drafted her boys to help keep the magazine going but when the Coronavirus attacked the USA in early 2020, she had to shut it down due to no demand. In the early years Gayle held numerous jobs throughout her life, while still managing to be a devoted mother and wife. She even drafted a book, which she called “God’s Word on Sexuality” to help guide her sons through puberty.


As you read this book, “My Blessed Bride,” your heart will be touched as Steve shares his deep love and life-long journey with Darlene, a woman after the heart of God. His story will steer your heart to pursue God’s heart, too. I am Linda Darlene Fortner’s youngest sister, Gayle. I was born 10 months after my sister, so we were very close in age and hopes and in dreams throughout life. Being the youngest of six kids, Darlene felt very protective of me and watched over me like a mother hen all the way through puberty and even after she met and married Steve. Steve was Linda Darlene Fortner’s awesome husband for forty-eight years.


Growing up together, we became inseparable, especially at school. Darlene was the best sister anyone could have. She took care of me and protected me from any student who wanted to bully me, and she did it quite well. I remember once when some girl had me on the ground, trying to force me to drink clabbered milk from a baby bottle, Darlene jumped in without hesitation, pulled her off of me and told her if she ever hurt me again, she would beat her up. The bully left the scene without calling Darlene’s bluff and never bothered me again.


I looked to Darlene for everything, and I loved her so much. During our times at school, Darlene would save her lunch money and not eat lunch, so she could go by Dairy Queen to get me something to eat and drink on the way home. As we got into Junior High School, she looked after me and kept me from being alone with boys. We always double-dated and Darlene made sure no boys took advantage of me.


As you read this beautiful book about her most wonderful life with her husband Steve, you will see her life explode with God’s powerful hand. Her whole life turned from darkness to light, as God touched her and opened her heart to receive His love. God even anointed her to preach and teach others, especially children, about His love. Over the years, she prayed with and led many people to a personal relationship with Jesus, including me and my two sons. “My Blessed Bride” will reveal the wonderful spiritual life God did in her, with her and through her.
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Susan Gayle LaViolette


Darlene’s Sister
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Michelle B. Wilson is an award-winning television producer and reporter. She has over 20 years experience in the media industry as a producer of nearly 1,000 stories. She is a media influencer and is best known for producing some of the most prolific transformative stories for CBN in over 139 countries where millions of lives have been encouraged. She is the founder of Millennial Kingdom Publishing and the founder of the world’s largest memorial website, My Life Mattered.org. In her spare time, she loves to encourage others through her ministry, Michelle Wilson Ministries, and build businesses to advance God’s kingdom.


When I first met Steve Fortner to produce his 700 Club Testimony about his discipline of giving and how God blessed his life as a result, little did I know we would embark on a journey to write and publish his book, My Blessed Bride. October 26, 1985, was when God impressed upon Steve through prayer to write about his story and that of his wife. God revealed during their prayer how He would anoint his book to bless every reader. Little did I know as this charge went forth, God had me in mind as his future editor and publisher. The words God gave Steve as he prayed with his wife, Darlene, were prophetic then and a promise to every reader of this book today.


“My words are a sword of fire. As you speak My words, they shall break asunder all evil which bind your finances. For no chains are strong enough to outdo the power of My words. As you write and speak and give my Words in this book, multitudes shall be set free. And as you give out, it shall be met back unto you. And deliverance shall be yours.”


As you journey through this incredible true story, you will appreciate how Steve wrote from his heart with full transparency and with one goal in mind, to honor God and his “Blessed Bride” Darlene. Dar, as he affectionately called her, was the love of his life. She was the inspiration for every dream that ever came true for him as a husband, father, businessman, and in his relationship with God. As you read, My Blessed Bride, you will get insight into a love between two Godly people that spanned a lifetime and was strong enough to overcome years of health challenges and even death.


In My Blessed Bride, it is evident the heart of God is conveyed in every chapter and will teach you:


How to seek God for your purpose in Life


How to experience God’s blessing as a result of giving


How to trust God again when you feel you have failed Him


How to love your spouse with reckless abandonment


How to walk in the prophecies spoken over your life


Steve was blessed to experience life’s precious gifts of a loving wife and children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren, a successful Navy career, and earthly abundance through a successful business he co-founded. Through the inspiration of his Blessed Bride, he learned how to cultivate a personal relationship with God that guides him and gives him comfort today even after her death.


As the editor of My Blessed Bride, I can say first-hand that Steve’s book about his experiences through life’s toughest battles and greatest joys will encourage you on your journey in life that God is with you every step of the way. Buy a copy of My Blessed Bride for a friend so the prophetic blessing over this book will be there’s as well. God Bless you.
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Michelle B. Wilson


Editor










INTRODUCTION



When I met Darlene in the Navy, I knew she was a diamond in the rough. Besides her outward beauty, her greatest attribute was her ardent desire to know and to experience the love of God in a practical way in her daily walk. She said all she ever wanted in life was for someone to just love her as she is and not try to change her into something else. From the very first day I met her, I promised her I would love her forever and a day and that I would never leave her. Sometimes my harsh and cutting words would contradict my earlier vow of unconditional love, yet she continually forgave and prayed for me and our marriage.


Her prayers were unique and spontaneous. In spite of multiple illnesses over the years that weakened her body, when prompted by the spirit of God, she would attend to his calling and pray in the spirit until he released her to rest. Many times, she prayed on her knees and often she wrote down her prayers and God’s answers. I still have hundreds of her prayers and answers from God in my home office.


Early on in our marriage, we had a desire to serve God and to know the truth. We just didn’t know how to get to the truth. We were both raised in the Christian religion, but we didn’t have real peace in our marriage or in our hearts. Eventually, we even tried to find God through the Jehovah witnesses for two years. Over time, they demanded we had to give up certain simple worldly pleasures, like my military patriotism, my Handel’s Messiah album, and Darlene’s cigarette smoking, to name a few. Fortunately, one day God revealed the demonic activity to Darlene within the two JW visitors in our house. Darlene immediately told them both to leave and never return.


Feeling alone and confused, Darlene wept and prayed for God to help her and God answered her prayer immediately. Carol, our next-door neighbor, came over and talked to her. She told Darlene that God would accept her just as she is and that she didn’t have to earn salvation. This message was exactly what Darlene needed to hear. She eagerly prayed with Carol and received Jesus into her heart. When I came home from work, I saw she was different. She was peaceful, no longer anxious or troubled about anything. “Radiant” was the word that popped into my mind. Eight days later, Carol led me and our children to receive Christ into our hearts.


As a believer, Darlene not only had a strong prophetic gift, she was also called as a preacher and teacher of God’s word. I do not state this lightly. Even though she was uneducated by the world’s standards, small in stature, frail in health, and overlooked by church leaders and other so-called religious people, God used her powerfully to transform the lives of others. Regardless of what other people thought, she was anointed by God to preach and teach. God also endowed her as a prophet in the body of Christ. If you think the aforementioned gifts to Darlene were not real, because she wasn’t actually ordained in the church, I must ask you to please consider Saint Paul’s own words in scripture:


Romans 1:1 – (kjv) “Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle, separated unto the gospel of God…”


Who made Paul an apostle? God called Paul to be an apostle. He wasn’t appointed by Peter, James, John or any of the other apostles. Likewise, Darlene was called by God alone to be a Prophet. I witnessed several examples of her prophetic gift throughout our life together. Many are contained within the pages of this book.


Speaking of prophecy, God also had an evangelist speak words over me the day after I accepted Christ in my heart. “God will take you from promotion to promotion to promotion…” he stated. I had no idea what it meant at the time. We were in credit card debt, big time, with no idea how to pay it off. I was also employed as a program manager with a defense contractor, barely making enough money to stay afloat. Darlene continually stressed the need for us to hear and obey God’s Word, which included tithing. It was hard, and it didn’t make sense; however, I saw the results, and it reminded me of God’s faithfulness. Within seven years, I started my own business and 12 years later was competitively awarded a government contract with a potential value of $94,000,000 over the life of the project.


Twenty-seven years after starting the business, I sold the company for millions of dollars. This freedom from work allowed me to be a full-time care giver at home to my beloved bride, Darlene, for the rest of her life on earth. By then, she was confined to a wheelchair unable to care for herself. She had fallen and severely injured her cervical vertebrae and compressed her spinal cord, thereby causing paralysis from the shoulders down. At times, I would lovingly joke with her and tell her I was so thankful God made her small (95 lbs.) so that I could more easily pick her up and carry her when needed without hurting my back. She hated to rely totally on others to meet her basic needs, but I told her she was truly a labor of love.


By the way, she continued to smoke cigarettes all through her life. I asked her continually to quit, and she would say that, unless God asks her himself, she wasn’t going to quit. Two weeks before she died, apparently God asked her to quit because she did, cold turkey. It was incredible. She acquired a little chuckle and never really explained to me how she was able to just stop. It was her little secret with Papa God. Someday she may tell me her secret when I see her again in heaven.


On 29 January 2019, at our home on Lake Anna, Virginia, three days after her 67th birthday, heaven met earth when Darlene transitioned into the loving arms of Jesus. We were together as she took her last breath. Darlene’s ashes are buried in section 23A at Quantico National Cemetery. Her tombstone has two unusual words (Italy, Holland) engraved on it. These two words, that were our unique love language, were communicated often to each other. They were codes that meant the world to us that no one else understood. She especially used these two words in messages she sent to me when I was on a submarine thousands of miles away underwater on patrol. I would see them and rejoice. Here’s what they mean:


Italy – I truly always love you


Holland – hope our love lasts and never dies


I hope you all enjoy the book, My Blessed Bride. It is my story about the love of my life.
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Front row l to r - Jeff, Theresa, Jimmy


2nd row l to r - Steven, Michael


3rd row l to r - Mom, Mary, Carolyn


Last row l to r - John, Dad, Paul
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MY YOUTH




“Life is like film. It will develop if you take your best shot!” Linda Darlene Fortner





1968 was a crazy year when I graduated from Covington Catholic High school (CCH) in Covington, Kentucky. Robert Kennedy and Martin Luther King were both assassinated. The Vietnam War was at its peak with no end in sight. Richard Nixon was leading in the polls and, by November, he would be elected President in one of the closest elections in U.S. history. The Beatles and Rolling Stones were still on top of the music charts. Drug usage, especially LSD, and free sex among baby boomers seemed to be rapidly destroying our culture. Hundreds of cities across the nation were on edge from violent race riots and radical protests over the Vietnam War. Draft dodgers were fleeing to Canada and Mexico to avoid going into the military. The world seemed to be coming apart at the seams.


Despite world chaos that year, I graduated from CCH and was at a crossroads. Should I enter the seminary and pursue the priesthood, like I had promised mom and dad years ago, or should I join the Navy to escape the chaos?


Looking back over my life, I clearly see how God indeed ordered my steps when I was at my crossroads. I had no idea which path to take. The road leading to the priesthood was well organized and highly structured by the Catholic Church. There would be no hidden anomalies in this path. It was well defined and predictable. My older brother, Michael, was already in the seminary and had laid the groundwork for me to follow in his footsteps. It would be a safer journey to take, with less worldly distractions, surrounded by Godly men who dedicated their lives to following Christ in the priesthood.


The other path, which led to the sea, however, was mostly unknown and mysterious. Naval life could be unpredictable and highly dangerous at sea, especially in times of war. I would have to grow up quickly and learn how to survive and work with other sailors in daily routines and emergencies. The fact it was an unknown path, oddly enough, enticed me to consider it. Perhaps I would discover some golden nuggets along the way that would help me grow and learn in order to prosper once I returned to civilian life. Little did I know then, the nautical path I chose was the correct path to take. My Blessed Bride was on it, yet to be discovered by me.


Mom and dad were both from Covington, Kentucky. Dad joined the Navy in the fall of 1942 and was trained as an Electrician’s Mate. After completing the electrician’s training course in April 1943, he received orders to serve on a new aircraft carrier, the USS Yorktown, CV-10, which had just been commissioned in Newport News Shipyard. Before he reported aboard, he took a couple of weeks leave and went home to Covington, Kentucky. One night, he decided to go to a dance at Devou Park nearby. It was there that he met his future wife. As the live band played Glenn Miller music, mom and dad fell in love. Mom loved tall men in uniform, especially men who could also dance, and dad met both qualifications. They promised each other they would marry when dad completed his sea duty.


Throughout 1943 and 1944, the USS Yorktown was heavily involved in various land assaults and air battles in the South Pacific Theater. In August 1944, the aircraft carrier returned to the U.S. for a two-month overhaul period at Puget Sound Naval Shipyard in San Francisco, California. My dad had been on sea duty for almost 17 straight months. He then received orders for shore duty at San Diego, California. Before traveling there, he corresponded with his future wife and told her to meet him in San Diego, and they would get married right away. Mom, who was only 19 at the time, was under the care of her older sister, Millie. She made a novena and took a train out to San Diego, California to meet her lover and get married in a Catholic chapel on base. They were married on September 17, 1944.


Carolyn, their first child, was born in San Diego on September 3, 1945. Shortly after the war ended, dad was honorably discharged from the Navy, and the family of three returned to Northern Kentucky via a long train ride. Mom was a devout Catholic and dad was a Protestant. She didn’t drive, so dad would always take her to church and wait for her. He got to know and like the parish priest and, thanks to mom’s prayers and outward witness, a couple of years later, dad converted to Catholicism. Mom wanted to make sure the kids were raised in the Catholic Church.


Like a good Catholic family in the post-WWII days, they had a lot of kids over time; nine, to be exact. As I previously mentioned, Carolyn was born first in September 1945. Michael came next on November 23, 1947. Then I was born on June 6, 1950. The remaining six children to be born included Paul, Mary, John, Jeff, Theresa, and Jimmy, in that order. When I was three, we moved to a new two-story, three-bedroom house with a basement that a contractor friend of my dad had built for us. It was in a growing suburban community called Taylor Mill. We lived around 12 miles south of Covington, off State Route 16. The upstairs and the basement were unfinished when we moved in. Dad continually worked on the interior, especially the second floor, to have rooms for the additional children.


We attended Saint Anthony Catholic Church and never missed Sunday Mass, or so it seemed at the time. It was considered a mortal sin to miss Mass, unless it was due to extenuating circumstances, like illness or pending death. We even prayed the rosary religiously together at times and always took communion each Sunday as a family. Mike, Paul, and I even became altar boys and loved serving Mass, especially during Holy Week.


We believed the Catholic doctrine without question. Each Sunday, during Mass, the congregation would recite the Apostles Creed aloud in church. Near the end of the Creed, it states, “I believe in the Holy Spirit, the holy Catholic Church…” I was taught the word “Catholic” meant “universal.” Hence, in my mind, the Catholic Church was the true church Jesus established through Saint Peter. All other Christian denominations were Protestants, and, therefore, flawed in some way.


From 1962 through 1965, the Second Vatican Council was held in Rome. Significant changes resulted from the council in the Catholic Church. The mass liturgy changed from Latin to English, and the altar was turned around to permit the priest to face the congregation. Another change that greatly affected our family life was the new teaching on tithing. The Pope decreed all parishioners should tithe 10% of their income to the church. My parents were very supportive of this change and decided to begin tithing as they were able. As a young teenager, I immediately noticed the difference in our home life, economically and spiritually. We always seemed to have enough money for our needs even though we were giving more to the church. Plus, our parents seemed more joyful obeying the Word of God.


We all attended Saint Anthony’s elementary school for grades 1 – 8. Most of the teachers were Catholic nuns. In the first grade, I remember getting into trouble on the school bus. The next day at school, Mother Benedict made me bend over and touch my knees while hitting my backside with a board three times. All of the students were mustered out of their class to witness this sanctioned display of corporal punishment. I’m not sure if Michael and Carolyn were two of the witnesses that day, as it was so long ago. Nevertheless, I learned from that experience and never had another incident in school that warranted corporal punishment.


My home life was mostly normal, even though there was a lot of chaotic activity with all the kids. Dad worked hard to earn a living and mom was a housewife. In the early years, dad held various jobs as an electrical repair technician of electrical motors in vacuum cleaners and kitchen appliances. When he turned 43, he decided to transition to appliance sales because it offered the potential to earn more commissions. Unfortunately, some weeks he didn’t make the minimum amount of commission required, which reduced his pay even more. Despite the lean times, we never went without food, and we usually managed to have just enough of what we needed.


We seemed to do most things together as a family. We always ate together, either around the kitchen table or outside in the backyard, when dad cooked out on the charcoal grill. We never went to restaurants because we couldn’t afford it. A lot of the time, mom and dad cooked together, which was great to witness. Mom was also a great baker. Often, she would make home-made bread, dinner rolls, and Danish rolls. She also made snacks for us every day when we came home from school without fail. We generally ate balanced meals with meat, and we never went away hungry. After dinner, we took turns doing the dishes, based on the work schedule mom prepared, which was taped inside one of the kitchen cabinet doors.


On the weekends, we would have additional jobs to do, like cutting the grass. Paul and I would argue over who cuts what section, front or back. The front was easier to cut, but Paul would use reverse psychology to convince me to cut the backyard, and I always fell for it. After we did our chores, we would be free to do whatever we wanted if we were within calling range of our parents. We would often play together and sometimes fight and argue with each other. None of us held grudges against one another for some wrongful act. We loved each other and would defend each other against kids in the neighborhood, who attacked us verbally or physically. When we disobeyed mom or dad, we would get spanked or punished in some way to learn a lesson. There were always consequences for bad behavior.


Sometimes during the summer, we all would sit outside at night on the front porch and listen to mom and dad tell stories or play 20 Questions with us. We especially loved hearing stories about dad’s adventures in the Navy during World War II. Sometimes, he would show us photographs of his ship or plane. Our favorite was this one small black-and-white photograph of a Japanese dive bomber that had targeted his aircraft carrier. In the picture, the only thing not encased in smoke and fire was the torpedo itself. The Japanese plane had received a direct hit from dad’s ship, causing it to explode in the air and miss the ship. After dad showed us the picture, we looked at him and marveled at his bravery. He never talked much about his Navy experience beyond that. All we mostly knew was he was an Electrician’s Mate Petty Officer 1st Class and had worked in an electrical shop that was eight decks below the flight deck. Still, we were all very proud of him.


We had a good life, and there was plenty of love, peace, and security in our house. Mom and dad were always singing and dancing together in the kitchen, as they listened to big band music on the radio. I had never seen my parents argue or fight. I’m sure they did at times, but it must have been away from us kids. The only thing we seemed to lack was money. We had transportation, even though it was always a cheap used car. Dad never kept a car for more than one or two years because usually they would break down and need major repair work. When the vehicles gave out mechanically, he would just trade them in for another “good deal” he found on a used car lot.


As a young kid, I remember we had a 1955 blue-and-white Chevrolet. On the outside, it looked decent. However, the floorboard in the backseat area was so rusty with holes in it that the seat couldn’t be mounted anymore. Dad removed the seats and replaced them with small stools. When we went anywhere, we enjoyed watching the ground beneath our feet through the holes in the floorboard. This car also required the engine to be replaced. Dad must have been fond of it because he paid a friend, who was a mechanic, to do the work. It didn’t improve the car’s performance, however, and it eventually had to be replaced with another used car. Still, we had the necessities of life: food, clothing, shelter, and the love of God and family. I grew up learning from my parents to value relationships with others instead of striving for materialism.
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In 1964, I graduated from the 8th grade at Saint Anthony Elementary School. Although I wanted to attend Covington Catholic High School (CCH), my parents didn’t have the money to enroll me in a private school. It was for males only and taught mostly by priests and brothers. CCH was one of the feeder Catholic schools in the diocese for boys who wanted to pursue the priesthood, following graduation, at Saint Pius X Seminary in Erlanger, Kentucky, 15 miles away. My older brother, Michael, who was three years my senior, had already committed to be a priest and was living at Saint Pius X Seminary. Mom and dad were proud of Michael for his decision, and I had always admired my older brother and wanted to follow in his footsteps.


One day, I asked my parents if I could attend CCH. I indicated that I, too, felt that I may have had a calling from God to become a priest. At the time, I wasn’t in the dating scene yet and I honestly wanted to serve God in the best way possible. My parents responded by telling me the CCH tuition was more than they could afford. It probably cost less than $1,000 annually, which was a lot of money in those days. Still, my parents had always wanted to push us toward our dreams, so they requested financial assistance from the Catholic diocese. After meeting with the parish priest and discussing their financial limitations, as well as my calling to the priesthood, the diocese agreed to waive the tuition cost for all four years at CCH. Upon graduation, if I decided not to attend the seminary, my parents may be required to reimburse the diocese. I was so relieved and happy I could attend a quality private school and obtain a Catholic education and had looked forward to starting my freshman year at CCH that September.


I had four wonderful years at CCH. Our class size was 194 students and divided into five groups, labeled A through E, with group A containing the “brainiacs.” I was in group B for my freshman through junior years. Since I was not an athlete, I had focused more on education and tried my hardest to excel in scholastics and the arts. In my senior year of school (1967-1968), I was promoted to group A, which was both a blessing, and a curse. It was a blessing because I felt I had earned it and a curse because I had to work harder to get passing grades in certain subjects, like physics. Then, during my senior year, I realized I was not called to the priesthood because I had developed an interest in girls and even dated a few. I dreaded the day when I had to tell my parents the bad news, and, while I had no idea what I was going to do after graduation, I was sure that I wasn’t going to the seminary.


When I told my parents, I didn’t think I was called to be a priest and why and how I was going to meet “Miss Right” and marry her, they were disappointed but not surprised by my decision. Fortunately, they did not have to reimburse the diocese for the cost of my Christian education. Unfortunately, I had no money saved up for college, and I couldn’t expect my parents to help pay for it. While most of my high school friends were going on to higher education, I seemed to be lost without direction. Thankfully, God knew the plans He had for me. I just needed to walk it out and allow Him to lead me each step of the way.
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Steven and Michael Fortner.
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ANCHORS AWEIGH




Jeremiah 29:11 (NKJV) “For I know the thoughts that I think toward you, says the Lord, thoughts of peace and not of evil, to give you a future and a hope.”





Michael, my oldest brother, was in his third year of college at Saint Pius X Seminary when he began to struggle with his calling, as well. One day, the Monsignor, the seminary’s head priest, was driving his car around Erlanger, when he stopped next to another vehicle at a traffic light and noticed my brother in the back seat with a girl next to him. Since dating was prohibited for seminarians, Mike was called into the Monsignor’s office the next day. He calmly looked at Michael and suggested he reconsider his calling. Within a couple of days, Michael left the seminary and returned home to ponder his future.


Michael and I spent some quality time together in the summer of 1968. We talked about many things, including God, life, military, jobs, and our future hopes and dreams. He decided to join the Marine Corps right away. The recruiter offered him Officer Candidate School (OCS) since he had three years of college, but he turned the recruiter down. He wanted to experience Vietnam as an enlisted man and see for himself if Walter Cronkite, the renowned CBS News reporter, was correct about the Vietnam War being a total mistake. Mike enlisted for three years, but the recruiter told him that he would have to wait a while before he could send him to Camp Pendleton, California, for basic training because of a waiting list due to the high influx of recruits caused by the Vietnam War. I admired my brother’s courage and desire to make a difference in the world by serving our country.


That summer, when a neighbor offered Michael and me part-time jobs as laborers with his commercial construction company, we jumped at the offer. It didn’t pay much, but we were available. Unfortunately, the job only lasted a month and we were given pink slips and laid off in July. Michael was so upset; he tossed his company-provided hammer down into a wall that was being poured with fresh concrete. Unemployed and still pondering my future that summer, I decided to follow in my brother’s footsteps and join the military. The question was which branch of service should I join? I didn’t want to go to Vietnam, so I ruled out the Army and the Marine Corps. I was afraid to fly, so I eliminated the Air Force, which left only the Navy. I could swim, so I felt it was the best choice overall for me. A few days later, I drove to the Navy recruiter’s office in Newport, across the Licking River from Covington. The Navy recruiter suggested I enlist for six years in order to get certification from the electronic training schools and thus get a better paying job after I left the Navy. Without hesitation, I signed on the dotted line and enlisted for six years.


Little did I know when I enlisted, I would have to volunteer for “submarines” in boot camp to receive the specific electronic training school certification that the Navy recruiter had promised me. He had never mentioned that minor detail. I was claustrophobic as a kid and there was no way I would have volunteered to serve on a submarine willingly. I considered my big brother to be the courageous one in the family, for choosing the USMC, because we both knew he would end up in Vietnam. In contrast, I wanted nothing to do with submarines, which would be my Vietnam, and wasn’t so courageous that I wanted to live in a “sewer pipe.” I wouldn’t have minded riding the ocean waves in a ship, as I never got seasick on the water before. I’m glad I didn’t know God’s plan for me was to be under the waves in a nuclear-powered submarine with enough nuclear missiles on board to destroy millions of people if we were ever forced to launch them, as I may not have enlisted in the Navy for six years.


When I returned home from the Navy recruiter’s office, I told my mom and dad the good news. Mom was somewhat pensive; however, dad, on the other hand, seemed genuinely happy with my decision. He was proud of my decision to enlist, even if it was for six years of naval service. I wanted to make sure I left for the Navy before my brother left for the Marines. Fortunately, the Navy needed me right away. I was anxious to leave to experience something new and see the world.


On September 12th, the Navy provided me with bus transportation to the military complex in Louisville. There, I was given a physical exam and sworn into the military service. I received basic instructions and, later that day, I caught a flight from Louisville to Chicago aboard a propeller-type commercial airplane. Did I mention I was afraid to fly? I had never flown before and the thought of that airplane leaving the ground with me in it petrified me. Thank God the stewardess allayed my fears through her soothing conversation and snacks during the flight.


Upon arrival at the Chicago O’Hare international airport, I hooked up with several other Navy recruits from around the country. Together, we all boarded a greyhound bus and headed north to Great Lakes, Illinois. When we arrived late that night at the main gate of the Naval Recruit Training Command (RTC), I took notice of how sharp the naval sentries looked. They marched back and forth at the main gate with their rifles on their shoulder. Their steps were crisp, orderly, and synchronized. At the end of the column, they squared the corners each time, by turning 90 degrees and continuing to march. My thought at the time was, “What did I get myself into?”


Eight weeks in Navy boot camp at the RTC in Great Lakes helped me to grow up quite a bit. I had never been away from home for an extended time before. I had to learn to be self-sufficient and, at the same time, work with others to accomplish team goals. I was designated as one of my company’s platoon leaders, assigned to manage the clotheslines outdoors. As a platoon leader, I had to ensure all company personnel hung their wet shirts and pants on the correct clotheslines during laundry day. Individual lines were labeled “pants only” and other lines were marked “shirts only.” Each recruit was provided small strips of twine to tie their shirts and pants to the lines. Square knots were required. Each article of clothing had to be hung approximately four inches from each other. Our company commander, a Chief Petty Officer (CPO), or one of his seamen, would periodically inspect the clotheslines to make sure all clothes were appropriately hung and on the correct lines. He would then make a fist and place it between articles of clothing to ensure the four-inch width requirement was met. He would also check the knots in the twine to see if any were granny knots.


One day, we failed the clothesline inspection because our company’s first recruit hung his wet clothes on the wrong lines. All the other recruits who followed him made the same mistake, and I failed to check the first recruit’s work. As a platoon leader, I was called into the company commander’s office and chewed out for failing the inspection. I reasoned with the CPO that it was not entirely my fault, but the company’s failure, since everyone in the company had messed up. The chief considered my argument and agreed. He then directed me to lead the entire company personnel down to the drill hall with their M1 rifles and have them perform the 96-count manual of arms, which consisted of doing exercises in precision with the M1 rifle, for an hour. Upon arrival at the drill hall, I stood in front of the company and gave orders while they performed the exercises with their rifles. They were not happy campers, but they never did find out I was the reason they all had to muster in the drill hall that day.


During boot camp, I expressed an interest in learning about electronics. I remembered what my recruiter had said about getting a good-paying job when I got out.
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RUN SILENT, RUN DEEP




Psalms 139: 9-11 (NKJV) “If I take the wings of the morning, and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea, even there Your hand shall lead me, and your right hand shall hold me.”





Upon graduation from the Navy boot camp, I received orders to Polaris Electronics “A” school in Dam Neck, VA. Dam Neck was a small strip of land owned by the Navy that was on the coast, directly south of Virginia Beach. At the end of 1969, I had completed the 26-week Polaris Electronics “A” School and the 26-week Fire Control Technician Ballistic Missile (FTB) “C” School at the Guided Missile School. Upon graduation from the FTB “C” school, I was promoted to petty officer third class (FTB3).


The next phase of training was supposed to be submarine training in New London, CT, designed to weed out those sailors who are not able, for whatever reason, to serve on submarines. Being claustrophobic, I would surely have failed the submarine training course, especially during the underwater escape portion of the training. The underwater escape training required the trainees to assemble in the escape trunk attached to the water tower 50 feet below the surface. The escape trunk could hold approximately ten sailors at a time. The trunk would then be secured and flooded until the water was above the escape hatch. At that point, each person would be required to exit the escape trunk one sailor at a time into the water tower. As each person ascended to the surface, it was imperative to continually blow out air all the way to the surface, to prevent one’s lungs from being injured. God must have had a different plan for my classmates and me, because our “C” school graduating class was waived from having to attend the Naval Submarine Training Center due to an electrical fire at the school. The submarine training school was shut down for repairs and I received orders to report aboard the USS Lafayette (SSBN-616), which was homeported in Charleston, South Carolina.


Upon arrival at the Charleston Naval Base, I reported to the yeoman on duty at the Submarine Flotilla (SubFlot). He reviewed my orders and stated that SSBN-616 was fully staffed with six FTB’s, and I was not needed on board. He tore up the orders and assigned me to the X Division, which was a temporary duty on base until another submarine needed a trained FTB like me. After a couple of weeks in the X Division, I was bored and biting at the bit to go to sea. Well, little did I know I was going to get my wish soon.


On Saturday, January 7, 1970, I went out to a sports bar with my new yeoman friend from SubFlot. We had dinner and too many beers that night. The next morning, I had a headache and felt terrible. I had duty and was required to stand watch in the barracks until noon. By then, I felt fine, but as I was preparing to leave and go back to my cubicle, I received a call from the yeoman, who I had been out with the night before. He asked me to stop by his office at SubFlot because he wanted to show me something. When I arrived, he pointed out a large wall map of the continents and oceans with stick pin submarines on it.


He asked me if I remembered what I said to him when we were at the sports bar drinking beer.


I said, “No. What did I say?”


He replied, “You said I didn’t have the guts to send you to sea.”


He then laughed and handed me new orders to the USS Simon Bolivar (SSBN-641). He said a sailor had recently gone AWOL. The submarine needed a replacement as soon as possible since they would be going to sea soon.


I said, “How soon?”


He said, “Today. Call your folks and pack your seabag. I’ll send a duty driver to pick you up in a few hours.”


My mind was spinning. I wasn’t given a choice. Didn’t he realize I wasn’t trained yet for submarine duty? What if I freaked out on board due to claustrophobia? Who would help me? What kind of work would I do? Would I work in Missile Control Center (MCC) on the equipment I had received training in?


“Dear God, I need your help,” I prayed silently. I didn’t know it at the time, but God had a plan for my life which required me to face my fears of the unknown and trust Him.


With no guidance from anyone, I guessed at what clothes I would need for a two-month patrol at sea. I called my parents long-distance collect to tell them the news. I couldn’t disclose how long I would be gone or when I would return because I didn’t know. I said goodbye to my parents as a duty driver picked me up in a van and drove me to the Charleston Naval Weapons Station, which was located a few miles north of the Charleston Harbor up the Cooper River, where the USS Simon Bolivar was docked pier side. Once we arrived, we had to go through tight security at the gate. After the Marine guards inspected our van and approved our military identification, we entered. From there, it was only a quarter mile to the pier where the submarine was docked.
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