
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Becoming Ace

        

        
        
          Ace Despain Series, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Monty Scott

        

        
          Published by Monty Scott, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      BECOMING ACE

    

    
      First edition. January 15, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Monty Scott.

    

    
    
      Written by Monty Scott.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To Uncle Sid who served on a US tank crew in WWII North Africa.

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER ONE
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I go by Ace. Ace Despain. Some soldiers bring home medals. I got a nickname and a story no one believes.

Morocco, North Africa – 1942

Tracer bullets, dozens, whizzed by leaving bright green trails of light. Charlie Cooper was my friend and was teaching me how to fly his L-4 Grasshopper reconnaissance plane. I was seated up front, Charlie in the rear.

We both turned to see a Dewoitine D.520, a French-made Vichy fighter, coming up fast behind us. There were little flashes blinking on and off from the wing-mounted machine guns.

"What the hell?" Charlie screamed over the roar of the engine and the open windows. "Doesn't he know we're a recon plane and off limits?" 

"Probably a rookie who doesn't know the rules of engagement," I yelled back.

The tracers kept flying by. Suddenly there was a thump, thump, thump, ping, ping as bullets struck the tail.

Charlie's arm came forward over my shoulder. His pointer finger motioned down. "Dive for the clouds," he yelled.

I shoved the control stick forward. The Dewoitine burst past and banked away.

"That was close, Despain. We'd better head back."

*  *  *
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My Army basic training was at Fort Benning, Georgia. At 400 feet above sea level, Fort Benning was hot, humid, and a miserable place to train. My home in Moab, Utah, was a bit higher at 4,000 feet. Where Georgia has swamps and alligators, Utah has snow–capped mountains and elk.

We heard whispers of an invasion of North Africa. After basic training, I was assigned to the 82nd Armored Reconnaissance Battalion – the "Eyes and Ears of the Mighty 2nd," the 2nd Armored Division

I became a Scout – riding a Harley-Davidson WLA 'Liberator' for my country. Scouts were charged with riding along the front lines, delivering messages, gathering intel, and dodging bullets. Because Scouts were always on call, they were exempt from most duties the regular GI's had, like guard duty, drill and digging fox holes.

This had to be the best gig in the Army. Almost like riding my Indian back home. Only then it was ranchers shooting at me for cutting through their grazing land. Mostly to scare.

"Here ya go, Despain. Congratulations. Looks like you're a US Army Motorcycle Scout," said the company clerk. I was handed a certificate after completing my training. Amazing what a couple of cartons of cigarettes can get you. 

I was also issued a Thompson machine gun with a 30-round magazine that rode in a scabbard on the Liberator’s fork and a Colt 1911 Model .45 pistol. I hoped I’d never have to use either. Little did I know.

We spent months in that sweltering heat and humidity of the Southern states, then we shipped off to England for even more training. England was wet like Georgia. Only colder. And the rumors were true: we were going to North Africa.

*  *  *
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In England, I met Charlie Cooper in the mess hall. He was from Chicago. He flew an L-4 Grasshopper Reconnaissance plane. The Grasshopper was based on the iconic civilian model, the Piper J-3 Cub, with its high-wing, and seating for two in tandem. It was ideal for military use due to its simple design, good low-speed handling, and ability to take off and land in tight spaces. 

Charlie's job was sort of like mine except he scouted enemy movements from a mile up. I did it on the ground. I decided Charlie had the best gig in the Army, no question.

When I wasn’t on my Liberator, I volunteered to fly with Charlie as his observer. His usual observer, Moffat, spent much of his free time in bars and didn’t mind me filling in while he “rested.” As a Scout, I could use the excuse of crashing or running out of gas as my reason for being away. I always made sure I had completed my orders first. 

“I don’t want to get in trouble, Despain,” Charlie explained. “If I get caught flying with someone other than Moffat, I could get grounded. End up leading a platoon of rifle-toting GI's.”

“Who's gonna find out?” I said. “Moffat won’t talk. The Army would send him to Alaska. Look, Charlie, I want to learn to fly. You need to get your flight hours in. I’ll even pay you.” 

He perked up. We agreed on ten bucks and three packs of cigarettes per lesson. I didn’t smoke, drink, gamble or chase women so I was always flush with cash. 

Charlie taught me the basics: how the stick controlled pitch and bank, how the tail rudder pointed the nose side-to-side, how the throttle worked, and how it all needed to be used in concert. It felt natural. Charlie said I was a quick learner. And then the war interrupted my flying lessons.

*  *  *
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Operation Torch was a major Allied amphibious invasion of French North Africa in November of '42. The landings were in French Morocco and Algeria. Our division came ashore near Casablanca to push out the Vichy French. The Vichy regime, named after a state in France, was established when the French surrendered to Germany. It aligned with the Nazis to hold on to France's protectorate colonies there. The Afrique du Nord Française. 

When the US landed in Morocco, Charlie was one of three Grasshopper pilots to fly his recon plane off the aircraft carrier, USS. Ranger. Grumman F4F Wildcat fighters were also launched from carriers to provide air cover and engage Vichy French targets.

Flying lessons were on hold during the initial assault. But once things began to settle, I found Charlie and kept after him for more flight time.

“Your new observer fakes food poisoning to stay grounded,” I told him. “He’s scared of getting shot down. I’m not. Let’s go.”

“You know there’s a war going on?” Charlie deadpanned. “We could get killed.”

“Not ‘til after my lesson.” I grinned.

As we taxied to the runway, I called over my shoulder, "Hey, Charlie. I meant to ask, why don't any of your observers want to fly with you? They either drink or play sick." 

"Fuck you, Despain. Just fly the airplane!"

*  *  *
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Every time I flew with Charlie, I always brought my Thompson machine gun just in case. Just in case we had to land in enemy territory. I didn't feel the Colt .45 had enough firepower.

We were flying just below the top of the cloud layer trying to stay hidden from the Vichy fighter we had encountered earlier. From above, we probably looked like a big green shark stalking the shallows. 

An ominous shadow passed over us and we both looked up. 

Through the plexiglass window above the cockpit, we looked straight up at the dark belly of the Dewoitine. The sun's reflection off the hazy cloud layer probably obscured our position from the pilot. The fighter was flying slow. Real slow. Right over us. Like we were being stalked.

"Time to leave!" shouted Charlie.

I pushed the throttle forward trying to keep up.

Charlie heard the Grasshopper's engine rev and started yelling. “NO, Despain! We leave now or we die! I guarantee he won't let us escape again! 

“Hang on!” I shouted back.

“Dammit, Despain! We’re getting out of here! I'm taking control of the aircraft.”

He was panicking. I probably should have been panicking too.

“Listen, Charlie," I yelled over my shoulder. "This is our enemy, goddammit! We take him out today, we save the GI's on the ground he would strafe tomorrow! And we would be saving our own asses as well! After all, he did try to shoot us down!”

“And take him out with what?” Charlie shouted back. “I don't have a bazooka handy or rockets on my wings."

“Grab the controls, Charlie and watch me!”

Before he could protest again, I grabbed the Thompson and smashed the plexiglass window above me with the barrel. I didn’t look back, but I could imagine Charlie’s face. The wind howled through the opening.

The fighter was just 50 yards ahead – its belly exposed. I eased the Thompson's barrel through the broken window and pulled the trigger.

Full auto. Thirty rounds. It would be like an 11 pound chunk of hot metal traveling at over 600 miles per hour slamming into your car motor. It's going to do some damage.

The smokey mist of spent gunpowder hung in the cockpit for a few seconds before clearing in the wind draft. I looked back at Charlie. His mouth was gaping open.

We both watched in awe as the Dewoitine shuddered above us then smoke began pouring from the engine. It nosed down and made a hard crash landing on a sand dune. We followed it down from a safe distance.

We made a slow and low circle above him. The French pilot crawled out and didn't seem to be too badly injured. I held up the Thompson for him to see, just to let him know exactly what had taken him down. I pictured him, red faced, explaining to his C.O. how he had been shot down by a scout plane and the C.O. would respond: "Un putain d'avion éclaireur?!" No translation needed.

Charlie clapped me on the shoulder. “Nice shootin’, Ace. Let’s go home.”

We planned to keep this experience quiet. We knew there would be no medals, no commendations. You don’t get recognized for downing an enemy fighter with a machine gun from a scout plane. That kind of story doesn’t end in congratulations—it ends in loss of privileges and deprivation of liberty, especially for Charlie. 

But word got out. Stories like that always do.


Before long, everywhere I went:

“Hey, Ace!”

“Way to go, Ace!”

“Nice shootin’, Ace!”

The name stuck.



My mother wouldn't have approved.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Salt Lake City, Utah - 1920s, 1930s

I was born Asael Oscar Despain in 1923 in Salt Lake City, Utah. 

Rose, my mother, was very formal. She came from an old money Midwestern family. Proper, polished, the whole bit. She always called me Asael. We always called her Mother.

My father, Oscar, who was less formal, grew up in Salt Lake City, the son of a railroad engineer. He went to college, got a degree in accounting, and took a job with the Denver Rio Grande Railroad, the D.R.G.R.R. He bought up all the company stock he could afford, building up a solid portfolio. We called him Dad when Mother wasn't around.

They met in Salt Lake one snowy afternoon. My mother was visiting relatives, shopping downtown, when suddenly she slipped on an icy sidewalk. My father, on his way to the lunch counter, caught her mid-fall. She claimed he’d been following her, waiting for the slip. He swore it was pure coincidence. To this day, no one’s quite sure whose hand landed on whose bottom. But they fell in love, married quickly, and had two kids: me and my sister, Iris.

Salt Lake City was a clean, safe place, an enclave of the Mormon faithful and a good place to raise a family. But my folks believed a proper upbringing required fresh mountain air, vigorous chores, and livestock. Lots of livestock.

Dad took a two-week trip riding the DRGRR throughout Utah, looking for a place to settle. He'd get off at a town, pay for a room in a hotel, walk around talking with people and shop keepers. Then hop back on the train the next day. Sometimes he rode a bus.

He fell in love with a tiny town in the Southeast corner of Utah – Moab. 

In the 1930s, Moab, Utah, was a small, agricultural community barely hanging on by its teeth after the Great Depression. The Main Street bridge, spanning the Colorado River, was barely 15 years old, replacing the ferries that operated the previous 30 years. Before that, people and cattle swam across, and wagons were floated. It was still the wild West with large livestock operations and cattle drives right up Main Street.

Dad sold his railroad shares and Mother withdrew a portion of her inheritance. Together, they paid cash for a 500-acre sheep ranch in Castle Valley, 20 miles northeast of town and moved us there. Just like that, we became Moabites – Moab locals. The ranch included livestock. Two thousand sheep, to be exact. I thought, yeah vigorous chores and shook my head.

As a teenager, I willingly did my share of ranch chores. But I lived for the freedom of finishing so I could go tearing down old mining roads on my 1921 Indian motorcycle, wind in my face, dust trailing behind, not another soul in sight. I would lose track of time and sometimes stay out riding past dark, my headlight barely illuminating the tract ahead, having too much fun to care about the danger. Then I'd quietly push the Indian up the drive and slip in through my bedroom window. That worked...until the night it didn’t.

It was after 10 PM. I parked behind the barn, crept to the house, and climbed through the window. My room was pitch dark. I fumbled with the kerosene lamp, it flared to life - and there was my mother, calmly sitting on my bed.

“Hello, Asael. A bit late, isn’t it, Dear? I’ve been worried.”

The Indian sat for the next 30 days. I had enough extra vigorous chores to keep me busy from sunup to sundown. After that, I was always home by dinner. 

"You haven't been riding the Indian much lately," observed my dad.

Only Mom and I knew why.

*  *  *
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It didn’t take long before I realized sheep ranching wasn’t for me. A world war was simmering in Europe and the Pacific. My friends were enlisting. I made up my mind to join them. My folks weren’t happy, but they were supportive.

I kissed my family goodbye, hopped on the Indian, and rode 350 miles of mostly dirt roads to Denver to join the Army. I sold the Indian to the recruiter. 

Casablanca, Morocco - 1943

I was sitting alone in the mess tent eating a garbage omelet when in walked Charlie.

"How ya doing, Ace?" 

"Top notch, Charlie. Top notch."

"What is that?" he asked, pointing to my plate.

"A garbage omelet."

"Do I dare ask?"

"You take all the leftovers from previous meals – SPAM, onions, potatoes, corn and so on – and throw them into the omelet. I have Wheeler in the kitchen make 'em special for me. You want some?"

Charlie slightly shook his head. His eyes came up from the plate. "Say, Ace," he hesitated. "I've been thinking. I wanted to come by and say goodbye. Hell-on-Wheels, uh, that's what they're calling the 2nd Armored Division now, is shipping out for Sicily."

There was an awkward silence. I helped him out. "We had some good times, huh, Cooper?"

"Yeah. I would have never thought an L-4 Grasshopper Recon plane could do the things we asked it to do." Charlie shook his head. "Yep. Good times. So. . .I've been thinking about you and what you should do when you get back to Utah."

"Me? Shouldn't you be thinking about what you should do when you get back to Chicago?"

"That's already been decided," he offered with a flat smile. "The thing is, Ace, when I get back to Chicago I will take over my father's business. Third generation. Very successful. I'll be fine. I have a girl. We'll probably get married, raise a family. There will be Sunday visits to the beach on Lake Michigan and vacations to Mount Rushmore. We'll be a happy little family."

He looked a bit sad. "But my flying days will be over. Oh, maybe I'll rent an old Stearman bi-plane and buzz the Sears Tower and Wrigley Field with the kids. But no more exciting adventures like we had. Do you understand, Ace?"

"No," I shook my head. I could tell he was struggling. "Land this plane, Cooper. Spit it out. You're going to miss your ride to Sicily at this pace." I tried to lighten the situation.

"My life is going to be boring," he blurted out.

I was taken aback. "What are you talking about?"

"Look, Ace," he went on. "All the soldiers in Morocco know who you are and what you've done. You showed them how important it is to step up, shake off the fear, recruit help or go it alone. Grab the situation in a full Nelson and wrestle it to the ground. You're the Marvel Comics hero of Morocco! You should have your own comic book. When all these guys go home, they'll live boring lives just like me. They'll make up B.S. war stories to impress their grandchildren."

"What's your point, Charlie?" I was growing impatient. My omelet was getting cold.

"My point, Ace, is, go back to Utah and put all the skills you've learned here to good use. Keep living the life in Utah you started here."

He continued. "You should be a. . .a  finder, Ace. You know. Someone hires you to find people and things that are missing. You have the chops for it. The instincts. You already know how to find tanks, spies, and enemy planes. You may even save a few lives along the way."

"You mean sort of a P.I., like Philip Marlowe or Mickey Spilane?" I asked.

"Whatever. Just go home and kick some ass like you did here. Make us all proud, Sargent. That's an order!" he added with a smile. "Let's stay in touch, Ace. You never know when I may need to show up and fly your sorry ass out of trouble. I can count on it."

The handshake turned into a hug then he turned and was gone.

*  *  *
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So, not long after returning home from the War, I actually did begin to find things for people. The hard-to-find kind of things. The harder, the better. Things like missing people that were hiding, lost or taken against their will. Items of value that were stolen or lost. My reputation grew as did the referrals. Even the short-staffed Grand County Sheriff's Department was one of my regular customers.

And I have Charlie to thank for all of it.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Moab, Utah - 1959

My telephone rang.

It rang a lot. Customers with cases, ranch business, Sheriff business. But I could never have imagined the harbinger of this ring.

"Hello."

"Is this Ace Despain?"

"Yes."

"This is Peggy Cooper. Charlie's wife."

Before I could ask the usual “How are you?" "How's the family" questions, she blurted out, “Charlie's missing. He went to the Philippines on a business trip, and he hasn't been heard from in three days." Then she started to sob.

"Hold on, Peggy. Slow down. Start at the beginning." 

There was sniffling. A clearing of her throat then a pause. She went on to explain that Charlie's business supplied marine rope to businesses around the Port of Chicago. The rope is made in the Philippines. Charlie had gone there a week ago to visit the manufacturer and Charlie called Peggy every evening. 

"He hasn't called in two nights. His business here has been on the phone night and day with the rope supplier, but Charlie has vanished. Nobody has heard from him. He's never done anything like this. Something is wrong. I need your help. Charlie needs your help."

More sobbing. Eventually, calmness returned.

"Peggy, I will call you back within an hour."

*  *  *
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I set the phone back onto the cradle and just stared. I don't know how long I stood there. 

My mind was a tumble of thoughts of Charlie and I in Morocco. Then, I thought of the Philippines. What was it like? I'd never been there, never met anyone from there, didn't know any WWII veterans who fought there. I'm sure I've seen photos. Palm trees. White beaches. Bamboo huts. Blue ocean.

And I would have no edge there. No airplane. No gun. Not even a fighting dagger. I would only be taking my wits, instincts, and a shaving kit. "I hope that's enough, Charlie."

My wife, Ellie, walked up and broke the trance. "Honey, what's the matter? Some bad news?"

"Yes. Really bad. That was Peggy Cooper, Charlie's wife. Charlie has gone missing in the Philippines."

"Oh no. That's awful." She paused. Her arms were around my neck. She was looking gently into my eyes. "She asked you to find him, didn't she? 

I nodded.

"And you're going, aren't you?

Another nod.

"And you're going to find him, aren't you?"

More nodding. But with less confidence.

She pulled me closer. With her lips close to my ear she spoke in a soft voice. "And that's why I love you."

Most wives, at least those I knew, would have protested and offered a million reasons why their husbands shouldn't go traipsing across the globe to help a friend. Not Ellie. She knew me deep down inside. It seemed to give her a sense of security. Her Polaris. Something constant she could always count on. So far I'd always come back with what was missing.

"You're the only thing I never had to find. You found me," I whispered in her ear. "Otherwise, I'd still be searching.” 

I ran a finger up her ribs that caused her to giggle. Then I snapped to attention. "We have a hundred things to go over before I leave."

I had no current finder cases. There was just the upkeep of the ranch to tend to. The kids were home from school for the summer and could pitch in as needed. There was plenty of money in the bank.

"Ask Old Man Hatfield if he wouldn't mind driving some of his sheep up on the runway pasture and let them nibble the grass down a bit. The Grasshopper suspension boots are being delivered to Jackson's at the airfield. Please call him and tell I'll come by when I get back. And please call Iris and tell her the document she asked for from the attorney is on its way." 

I paused, then continued, "And –"

"Asael. Just go. The kids and I will be alright. The clock is ticking for Charlie."

"Right."

"Uh, I need to go to Chicago and get all the details I can from Peggy. I'll fly the Grasshopper to Grand Junction at first light tomorrow. There are plenty of commercial flights between there, Denver and Chicago.

"I'm dreading the flight to Manila," I said with some despair. "It's got to be close to 25-30 hours or more from Chicago. But wait! I lose a day somewhere over the Pacific. Does that mean it's a shorter flight?"

Ellie gave me that look that said, "Are you sure you graduated from high school?"

"Got you. Just kidding," I said with a smirk, trying to lighten the situation. "Besides, I get it back on the flight coming to the US It's a longer flight, you know." More smirking. 

I picked up the telephone and called Peggy back.

"This is Ace. I will be in Chicago by tomorrow evening. I'll catch a cab from the airport. You can fill me in with all the details when I arrive."

*  *  *
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It had been 17 years since Charlie and I served together. He was more than a war buddy. Yes, we had our share of adventures in Morocco and probably saved each other's lives a time or two. 

He was the kind of friend that you didn't see for years and then pick right up when you met him again. We stayed in contact after the war through letters, holiday cards and by phone. Charlie brought his family out to Arizona to visit the Grand Canyon. Ellie, the kids and I met them there and our families had a great time together.

I was very fond of Charlie. That's why I had to find him.

The next morning after lots of hugs and kisses and promises to be careful, I lifted off and turned my WWII surplus Grasshopper Scout plane East. I had loved flying in one with Charlie so much, I decided to buy one surplus when I got home. It's a valuable tool as a finder.

*  *  *
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When flying from Moab, Utah to Grand Junction, Colorado, one more or less follows Route 141. It crosses the Doloris River at Gateway and continues east along Unaweep Canyon. The canyon is unique because it has two rivers flowing out of it in opposite directions. The Uncompahgre Plateau, with its red sandstone cliffs, is a beautiful sight from 5,000 feet. The flight takes a little over an hour.

Suddenly, a silver streak shot passed me doing twice my speed. It was a Ryan Navion aircraft, also heading east. The Navion is a 4-place, high-end, private plane typically owned by the rich and famous. It was the closest thing to a fighter aircraft civilians can experience. It was probably being flown by some high-paid Lieutenant Colonel on his way back to the Air Force Academy in Colorado Springs. Probably a squadron commander in a hurry for a staff meeting. He was doing about 150 miles per hour. The Grasshopper cruised at 75.

No, the Grasshopper suited my needs for now. It was simple to fly and gave me time to think. 
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Colorado & Illinois, USA. - 1959

Walker Field in Grand Junction was getting busier and busier with the increase in commercial airline traffic. I used to fly straight in and land when there was an opening in the pattern. Because the Grasshopper had no radio, I was now required to circle the control tower until they gave me a green light to land.

I could have flown on Frontier Airlines' DC-3 from Moab to Denver. Instead I flew the Grasshopper to Grand Junction to have Benson Air Service install a radio while I was in the Philippines. From Grand Junction, I would fly commercial to Denver and then Chicago.

At the time, there was no requirement for civilian aircraft, like my Grasshopper, to have a radio. But it was becoming increasingly common and essential when operating in controlled airspace to communicate with air traffic controllers and other aircraft. 

There was always a chewing out coming by an air traffic controller whenever I landed in Grand Junction lately. 

"We practically have to shut down the whole pattern, keep all the other planes circling as we all wait for you to flutter in and taxi off the runway. Get a goddamn radio, Despain! And stop slowing us down!" I always knew they cared.

One of the air traffic controllers, Roberto, came marching out of the tower directly towards me as I parked and shut down the engine.

"Goddamnit, Despain," he barked. "When are you going to get a radio in this flying museum? At least one of us in the tower has full-on heart-failure every time you land here." 

"What? Are you worried I'll land on the back of a Convair or DC-3?" I asked. "Not to worry, Bobby." I squeezed his cheek. "I know you'll keep me safe."

"Go over to the FOB for your tiedown space rental. Maybe all the controllers can chip in to buy you a radio and install it while you're gone,"

Little did he know.

"That's a great idea, Bobby. And you'll be the first person I'll transmit to. ‘Roberto? Ace to Roberto. Are you still meeting up with that buxom blonde at Tony's Bar in Fruita? Come in, Roberto. Over.’"

He gave me the finger as he stormed off.

*  *  *
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I took care of my business at the Fixed Base Operators and made my way to the commercial ticketing counter. I purchased a one-way ticket to Denver. 

Frontier Airlines uses the 44-passenger Convair 340 for flights to Denver. The twin-engine, propeller-driven aircraft cruises at almost 300 miles per hour covering the distance in about 60 minutes.

The view out my window was stunning. The flight path was over the backbone of the Rocky Mountains with endless views of magnificent mountain peaks and valleys. You can even see the world's largest flattop mountain. I never tire of seeing the Mountain West from the air. 

My focus eventually switched to the prop engine next to me. I wondered if a Convair 340 could do a loop. I read once that a Boeing 377 Stratocruiser, a large, long-range airliner, had done a loop. I'll never forget looping Charlie's Grasshopper. Scared the shit right out of me.

Mohammedia, Morocco – 1942

There had been a lot of activity within the 2nd Armored Division and its supporting battalions. Rumors were flying among the troops of a push into Europe. My guess was that my time there in Casablanca was limited and I wanted to get in all the flying I could.

"Come on Charlie," I begged. "You got nothing going on. You're either sleeping, playing cards, or chasing French-Moroccan women. Let's go hunt down some Vichy fighters." 

He was softening. "Alright. But no fighters. And the cost per lesson just doubled to $20. Those French-Moroccan women are pretty fine," he said with a smile. 

I pulled out a $20 bill, snapped it with my fingers and held it there, grinning.

"And the cigarettes?" he asked.

"I'll get those later after the lesson, " I replied. "You know I'm good for it."

Charlie's eyes narrowed. "Meet me on the flightline in 20 minutes."

The Grasshopper's manufacturer, Piper Aircraft, recommended that when flying solo, the pilot sat in the rear seat for weight balance.  When carrying a passenger, the pilot would typically occupy the front seat, and the passenger would sit in the back. The Grasshopper had dual controls. Charlie and I were in our usual flying lesson positions with me upfront. 

"Level off at 10,000 feet," Charlie shouted from the back seat. "Do some clearing turns and I'll have you work on some maneuvers you haven't experienced yet. Maybe some easy loops and rolls.” 

I swallowed hard. Loops and rolls? As much as I loved flying, the thought of looking at an upside-down horizon made me nervous.

"Do you think 10,000 feet is enough?" I shouted back. I worried I needed a little more margin-of-error room.

"You'll be fine," assured Charlie. "We're up here by ourselves. What could possibly go wrong?" 

A million things going wrong went through my mind. And they all resulted with us becoming a smoking hole in the ground. I gave Charlie a nervous smile and a thumbs up.

He could tell I was concerned.

At 10,000 feet, I did a figure eight, watching in all directions. We were flying near Mohammedia, up the coast from Casablanca. No other planes in sight.

"OK. Now drop the nose a little to build up speed," instructed Charlie. "Keep your eye on the airspeed indicator. When it shows 100 knots, pull the stick all the way back, and hold it.” Charlie had taught me a knot was a bit faster than a mile per hour.

Charlie leaned forward and watched the instruments over my shoulder. "Now.”

The nose pitched up and kept going. Blue sky then inverted flight. I was still pulling the stick. The ground rolled vertically in the windshield. Then we were right side up and level.

"Congratulations, Ace. You just looped a Grasshopper."

"Let's try a roll –" His words were cut off by a tremendous roar. 

I watched a blue blur shrinking into the distance ahead of us. They looked like Navy Wildcats. There were four, in close formation. They had passed us going about 300 miles per hour, just under our right wing. The tremendous turbulence caused by the vortexes trailing off the fighters' wingtips flipped the Grasshopper over on its back. We were still flying straight and level. Just upside down straight and level.

"What do I do, Charlie?" I shouted but there was no answer. "CHARLIE?!"

I turned my head and what I saw put me in full panic mode.

Charlie's head was flopping around. His arms were hanging down. Blood covered the side of his head. He was unconscious. Maybe dead.

OK, Ace. It's time to step up. You got to save Charlie.

I was trying to remember everything Charlie had taught me. I needed to get the plane back to upright, level flight. I pulled the stick back but instead of pulling out of inverted flight, the nose of Grasshopper dropped lower and lower until it was pointed straight down. At the ground. 

The airspeed indicator shot up to 125 knots. The wind and engine noise were deafening. I continued to pull back on the stick but the Grasshopper was not responding. We continued to dive.

The needle on the tachometer was in the red zone. I pulled the throttle closed. The engine was windmilling due to the high airspeed, which now was an indicated 140. 

Charlie had told me once, the L-4 Grasshopper had a VNE of 120 knots per hour. VNE meant 'do not exceed'. Stupid acronym, I thought. He had also told me Piper warned that the windshield failed at about 125. Good to know, Charlie. And the wings fall off when? I looked out at both of them.

Charlie started moaning, so I knew he was still alive. Thank God. 

"Hang on, Charlie!" I said, trying to sound confident. "I'll get us back home." My anger was boiling up. I knew there were some fighter pilots who would be paying a visit to the company dentist. I continued pulling the stick back as I watched the ground get closer. 

With the throttle cut, the Grasshopper slowly began to bleed off speed. 135. 130. 125. 115. 

Then the nose slowly came up from its straight down attitude. We were once again flying straight and level. The altimeter showed we were at 1,200 feet. We had fallen more than a mile and a half in 90 seconds. I increased the throttle to keep us flying.

I looked around for the coastline and followed it back south to Casablanca. I made a rough, bouncing landing at the far end of the airfield hoping nobody would notice. When I came to a stop on the flightline, I checked on Charlie. There was a lot of blood but his pulse was strong. 

"Get an ambulance! Get an ambulance!" I shouted running into the flight operations tent. "I've got a wounded man out here!" I sprinted back to the plane and started to help Charlie out. I could hear the siren blaring, coming closer. I was jumping up and down, waving my arms and shouting. The driver and orderly bailed out, loaded Charlie in the back, and sped off, more blaring. 

*  *  *
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As I started walking along the flight line searching for where the F-4s were parked, I noticed Charlie's blood was smeared on my shirt. The sight made me even angrier. Someone would pay!

After about 20 minutes of looking, I spied a number of F-4s sitting off by themselves. Self-righteous bastards, I thought. You can't even park with the rest of the squadron.

I noticed one F-4 with its engine cowling off. A mechanic was up on a ladder fixing something. I walked towards him. "Hey, Buddy," I called up. His head came up. He was holding a wrench in his hand, an oily shop rag in the other.

"Yeah. What the hell do you want?" His eyes looked me up and down. They lingered on the blood stain. Since I was only a Corporal then, I didn't command much respect. Even officers avoided mechanics. Vital, but surly.

"Did a flight of F-4 land here sometime in the last hour?"

"Might have. What's it to ya?"

"I got a $20 bill in my pocket that says what's it to me. What's that to you?"

"I'd say that will buy me and buddies some beer after we're off duty."

"Yeah," he continued. "They landed here about that long ago." The thought of cold beer was making his mouth water.

"Where do pilots stay around here?"

"Officer's quarters. But they headed over to the Post Canteen."

"Thanks," I said and I handed him the $20.

"Say, are you hurt?" He was looking at my shirt.

"Not yet."

*  *  *
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"I'm lookin' for the asshole flyboys in the F-4 Wildcats who flew past a Grasshopper up near Mohammedia a short time ago," I called out.

There were more than a dozen people having drinks in the bar. About half were wearing flight suits. All eyes turned to me.

Careful, Ace. There's a whole lot more of them than there is of you.  My inner dialogue was churning. I looked around. "Your little dumbass stunt put my buddy, the pilot, in the hospital. This is his blood here." I pointed to the stain.

To my right was a table with four pilots with drinks in their hands. They were still in their flight suits. One of them stood and stepped over to me.

"Yeah. About that. Look. We were in a hurry and weren't really paying atten. . ." 

WHAM! 

He didn't finish his sentence before I hit him in the jaw. He dropped like a stone. The others jumped up. One lunged at me with a wild swing. I ducked, grabbed a handful of his flight suit at the lapels, yanked him forward and head-butted him. He staggered back and fell onto a nearby table, slumping and dazed. Glasses and bottles flew, shattering on the floor.

"Two down," I muttered, feeling a rush of adrenaline.

The third pilot came in fast. He was taller, built like a linebacker. He tackled me around the middle and we both went down hard. Chairs clattered and a woman screamed. He landed on top of me. I wiggled a leg loose and drove a knee into his gut, then twisted and flipped us. I got one good punch in. His nose exploded like a tomato. He collapsed back onto the floor.
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"Some soldiers get medals in a war. | got a
nickname and a story no one believes."
-Ace Despain
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