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PROLOGUE

My name is Albert Delacour. I grew up on a cattle ranch in north central Florida on the outskirts of a town called Palatka. They say that Palatka has a similar spelling to the word tent (палатка) in Russian, and I guess in 1850, there were a lot of tents. The city was the major transportation port for lumber and citrus coming out of this part of Florida. 

The town hasn’t grown much since those days, and trucking now transports most of the oranges. The lumber has a better means of transportation by railroad in 1924. Some of the tents are folding up and moved up to Jacksonville or gone further south. Our little cattle farm and dairy is small enough so that Dad and my two older brothers can handle it. I was small fry at the time of the big event, so I was helping with the milking. 

I never liked milking cows. They’re not nice animals if your hands are cold in November, December, and January. I remember getting up at 4:00 in the morning, being handed a kerosene lantern, and going out to the barn. My breath would freeze, making it look like I was smoking a big old smelly cigar. Mama would have bundled me up so I wouldn’t catch the flu. 

Her father had died of the Spanish flu in the pandemic of 1918, along with fifty million other people. He’d been in town when one of the steamboats brought some of our soldiers back from Europe, and he helped getting them off the boat. Three weeks later, he was gone. 

Uncle Pete was fifteen when he took over the farm, and between my dad and mother, they kept it afloat. My grandmother was a wiry little woman who’d come from Cuba as a domestic, met my grandfather, and started a family in Palatka. 

Father came on later when Uncle Pete bought additional acreage and expanded the herd. He and Mama got along fine. He was from Louisiana, or, as he would say, “I was a swamp rat brought up on crawdads and possum.” He was a strong man who could outfight anyone who disrespected him or Mama. See, in Palatka, if you’re not as white as they are or spoke the way they did, then they don’t take to you. Uncle Pete’s buying up cattle and land didn’t make him real popular either among the red necks. 

Dad talks about riders coming out of Stone Mountain, Georgia, polluting the smallminded of the town against us because we were Latino and Catholic on Mama’s side. Dad recalls the night they came to the farm, thinking they could burn us out. Mama, Uncle Pete, and Grandmother, armed with shotguns, came out to greet them. Dad says he called to a couple of them he recognized under their ill-fitting hoods, and they skedaddled off unto the night, never to return.

I’d seen the Klan march a couple of times in the town, but they never bothered me or my brothers because they knew if they did, Dad would beat the living tar out of them. 

Mabel Cody’s Flying Circus was coming to Jacksonville. Cody had almost died in Jacksonville from jumping Pablo Beach from a speeding car to a plane about to take off. She grabbed hold of the rung of the plane, and as she was about to climb up, the ladder broke. She would have made it if it hadn’t been for Bugs McGowan’s stupid plane. She would have climbed up and waved to the crowd watching her. Instead on the afternoon on March 23, 1924, she fell 50 feet and almost died. 

Dad took us to the river that day, and I was amazed at what these flying machines could do. There was Mabel Cody on a speedboat, grabbing the rope ladder and climbing up onto the plane and then waving at the crowd. 

I knew then and there that I wanted to be a pilot and feel free. I kept this all to myself, reading everything I could about airplanes, how to build them, how to fly them, and how to keep them operational. Dad was very observant, and he encouraged my interest in flying. 

Around this time, Uncle Pete decided he had to move on. He told Dad, “There are no good-looking women in this small town, and I need me a good-looking woman.” He packed his things, joined the Army, and found himself a nice-looking Mexican woman in El Paso, Texas. He handed the farm over to Dad and Mama and never looked back. 

He came one year with his wife and four children when I was fourteen. He had changed. He was more muscular, more outspoken, and louder. The Army had made him a sergeant, and it looked like he enjoyed giving orders. He bought me a kit in a big wooden cart and told me that I had to build it myself to see how it worked. 

I opened the cart, and there were the pieces of what looked like a glider, but when I got to the bottom of the box, there was a gasoline engine and a propeller. He had given me my dream machine. I hugged Uncle Pete and thanked him. 

I spent my nights in the barn, putting my flying machine together. There were days when I didn’t have supper and worked into the night. 

Mama would come out and say, “Boy, you’ll get so skinny that the wind will carry you, and you won’t need a plane to fly.” She’d laugh and hand me a plate of fried chicken. “Boy, before putting that chicken in your mouth, wash them greasy hands of yours.” 

I looked at my hands, and they were full of black oil because I had been working on the engine before installing her in the plane’s frame. 

The day came when I pulled the plane out of the barn. My brothers laughed as I put on my goggles and climbed into the cramped seat of my single-engine plane. Dad primed the motor, and I could hear the roar of the engine. She started to roll down the dirt road of our farm, gathering speed, and as she did, acquiring lift. Then all of a sudden, I was in the air. 

I circled the farmhouse and then climbed into the clouds. I was free! I could see the people of Palatka looking up at me and wondering who the hell was in the sky. Now I was sure this is what I wanted to do – build and fly planes. When I landed, my family stood around me unable to contain their joy at what I had accomplished. 

I couldn’t leave the farm just yet. I continued to work the cattle and milk the cows, but my family knew that, like Uncle Pete, I was going to move on. 

On my eighteenth birthday, I joined the Army and was assigned to the Army Air Corps. Since I had practical training and had studied aviation on my own, I was awarded a spot at the Air Corps Tactical School, ACTS, at Maxwell Airfield in Virginia. 

My academics and aerial skills were at the top of my class, and I was asked to stay on as an instructor. It wasn’t what I wanted to do, but there were no wars then, and so I taught school and helped the Curtiss-Wright Aviation Corporation design their P-40 Warhawk, an all metal monoplane, and helped design the Curtiss P-40. 

I hadn’t gone to engineering school, but the team appreciated my practical knowledge. They didn’t see me as a little brown boy from the backwater of Palatka but as a man with a practical knowledge of flight. 

When I started flight training in 1931, the Japanese had already invaded Manchuria. By the time I was working on the Curtiss P-40, the Marco Polo Bridge incident had precipitated a full-scale Japanese invasion of mainland China. The Chinese were our allies, and the friendship we once had had with the Japanese was quickly eroding, but we sat on our hands. The International Peace Mission and the madman Father Divine, claiming to be God, filled the airways telling the public to beat our swords into plowshares and resist war. 

By 1939 Charles Lindberg, who had been living in Germany and Paris, was also on the airwaves telling folks that we should stay out of foreign conflicts and deal with our own problems. After all, in Psalms 82:4, it says – 

 

Defend the poor and fatherless: do justice to the afflicted and needy. 

Deliver the poor and needy: rid them out of the hand of the wicked. 

They know not, neither will they understand; they walk on in darkness: 

All the foundations of the earth are out of course. 

 

Weren’t our Chinese our brothers and sisters who were being brutalized by an unfeeling empire of Japanese in need of our help? I didn’t like sitting on my hands. It was unchristian to be on onlookers while evil is free to roam the world. 

Yes, there were problems at home. I’d seen black men in this country, lynched for looking at someone the wrong way, not being able to eat at the counter at Walgreen’s with money in their pockets. Yes, there were injustices here, but the wholesale killing of people who looked no different than you for a piece of property, that was something different. Lindberg had been one of my heroes when I grew up, but now he was just wrong.

 


CHAPTER ONE

When I turned eighteen, I asked my father if I could enlist like Uncle Pete did and really learn to fly. He told me that he would speak with my mother and they’d tell us what they thought of the idea. They knew I wasn’t a rancher or a farmer. Living in Palatka would be the death of me. 

That night before supper, Mama, with tears in her eyes, said that it was breaking her heart, but she knew that I had to do this flying thing. “It’s best you learn it proper in the military than by taking up that machine you built and crashing in the field somewhere.” She grabbed me, put her arms around me, and cried her eyes out on my shoulder.

Papa stood in the corner. His eyes were red, and I could see tears rolling down his cheeks. At the dinner table, they told my brothers of my decision to become a pilot for the Army. They were happy for me. They got up from the table and hugged me. 

Steve, our older brother, asked, “When are you leaving so I can have our room to myself?” 

“I don’t know. I’ve got to sign up before I can go,” I said. 

“You mean I’ve got to smell your nasty farts for a while longer?” He burst out laughing. 

“Is that anyway to talk at the dinner table?” Dad got up and let one loose. Those were noisy and deadly. 

Mama pinched her nose and said, “Is this what you teach the boys when you’re out in the fields: how to pass gas?” With her nose pinched, she had a funny nasal pitch to her voice, and we all laughed. 

That night in our room, Steve and Henry asked, “Why, Albert, why do you want to leave us?” 

“I’m not leaving you. I’m leaving the ranch. I don’t belong here milking cows, fixing fences, and moving the cattle around so they won’t overgraze the fields. For me, that’s work. In the air, I feel free, and in the mechanic shop, I feel useful. I want to join up because there I can get better at what I want to do.” 

“I’m sorry about the fart thing at the dinner table. Mine are just as bad as yours.” He smiled with sincere sadness in his eyes. George was two years older than me, and Tommy was less than a year and so we were close. 

The next day, Dad took me to Jacksonville to the recruiting office. The sergeant there helped me fill out the paperwork. Dad lied about my age, making me a little older, although I had just turned eighteen, so they’d let accept me. The recruiter told us that all I needed was a physical, but by the looks of things I was in. 

I went into a side room where a man in a white coat smoking a cigarette was sitting behind a desk. He asked me for my paperwork. 

He took me to an exam room where there was a wooden table. He asked me to sit on the edge of it. He listened to my chest with this funny-looking instrument. I asked what it was, and he called it a stethoscope. He told me it helped him hear the sounds of my heart and lungs. He asked me to open my mouth and say, ‘Aah,’ and with a flashlight, he looked down my throat. He told me to drop my pants to check for hernias. He told me that I was fit for the service and stamped my paperwork with a big red APPROVED.

I took the paperwork back to the sergeant and handed it to him. After he told me to raise my right hand, he administered the oath to defend and protect this country. 

Dad asked if I needed anything. I told him that, according to the sergeant, the Army would provide everything I needed. 

“When do I need to bring him back to start his training?” Dad asked, thinking that he’d have me for a few extra days to tell me about life. 

“Go. He’s now an enlisted man, and the bus will be leaving this afternoon for Fort Benning, Georgia. He can stay here with us.” 

Dad looked at me. I could tell his throat was swollen up, and he found it hard to speak. 

“Now they’re going to be loose women working the street close to the camp. If you go with one of these women, make sure your pecker is wrapped up in a condom. I’m sure the military will talk to you about diseases. You know you’ve made a commitment to serve. Make sure you do the best you can,” he said, gulping down his words, trying very hard not to cry in front of the sergeant. 

“I’ll be fine, Dad. You and Mama have raised me well. Make sure you take care of yourself, and when they let me come home, I’ll spend time with all of you.” 

He patted me on the back, shook my hand, and then gave me a hug which left me out of breath. He walked out to the truck, and for the longest time, he stared at the storefront of the recruiting office. I sat with my back to the picture window so that he wouldn’t see me cry. The sergeant didn’t look at me, instead reading his newspaper to give me some privacy. 

I heard the motor of the old Ford truck start up as Dad started for home, and I knew now I was in Uncle Sam’s hands. Around 4:00, a bus pulled up to the recruiting station, and another sergeant stepped out of the bus, already with several boys. 

The sergeant at the recruiting station gave the man my papers. The sergeant came over to the one at the station and said, “This is Sergeant Dickerson. He will transport you to Fort Benning. It’s been a pleasure.” 

Sergeant Dickerson showed me to the bus. The six boys that were on the bus looked much older than I was. I worked my way to the middle of the bus and sat down. 

Before taking the driver’s seat, Sergeant Dickerson stood in the middle of the bus. “No talking while I’m driving. Is that clear?” 

There was a general mumbling. “I can’t hear you, ladies. Is that clear? Your response should be yes, sir, yes sir. Is that clear?” 

I shouted at the top of my lungs, “Yes, sir.” That was my first glimpse into the military way. All questions must be followed with a clear YES, SIR.

“We will be going to Fort Jackson for your initial training. This this is a very long trip. We will stop midway to have supper on Uncle Sam’s diner. If you need to pee or crap, you better do it now because we won’t stop until we are midway to Columbus, Georgia. Is that clear?

“Yes. sir!”

“Much better.”

He sat in the driver’s seat and headed out of Jacksonville. In 1933 we had only two-lane country roads to most cities. The road to Columbus, Georgia, had no speed limits, and in some parts, it seemed as though the road wasn’t paved. 

It was nightfall when we got to Tifton, Georgia. I would have peed in my pants if we hadn’t stopped at a roadside diner named Uncle Joe’s Country Cooking. Sergeant Dickerson told us to go to the bathroom before we relieved ourselves in our pants. Some of the boys already had wet stains before reaching the toilets. I was lucky that I didn’t. I rushed out of the john because I hadn’t had anything since breakfast. Dickerson told me to sit at one of the wooden picnic-like tables in the diner and to wait until the other boys had finished. 

Dickerson was a very thin man who smelled of tobacco, and his fingers were yellow from smoking. He was talking with a man wearing a greasy apron who probably was the owner and cook of this place. There were few people in the diner. I guess we were the late supper crowd. The windows of the place were open to let in a cool breeze. 

An overweight black woman in the kitchen was peeling potatoes. Her face glistened as she sweated over the pot of prepared potatoes.

The other boys came out of the bathroom slowly, and Dickerson ordered them to sit with me. 

When all of us were seated, Dickerson explained, “This is Mr. Joe, who is kind enough to make you boys a meal which Uncle Sam will pay for. You will get fried catfish, mashed potatoes, and green beans. You will eat quickly and completely, not leaving anything on your plate. Is that clear?” 

“Yes, sergeant!” We all yelled in unison. 

“You ladies have learned the drill.” 

The man in the greasy apron started bringing out the plates and placing them in front of us. Dickerson told us that we could not start eating until the last boy’s plate was on the table. If someone started before the last boy was served, that person would not eat. By this time, Dickerson had intimidated us to the point that we believed him, and no one challenged him. 

When the last plate was set down, Dickerson told us that we could begin. He sat by himself at a table in the back. The woman brought out a plate of fried catfish, mashed potatoes, and greens and set it before him. She sat across from him. Her shirt showed sweat stains underneath her arms. As he ate, I could see her bare foot resting on his crotch, and he smiled at her, liking what she was doing. 

When I finished my meal, I waited until Dickerson gave us the order to move. When we all had finished, he told us to go to the bus and sleep as we’d be staying the night there. 

As we piled into the bus, the woman had made it outside and walked toward the rear of the diner. Dickerson followed her. We didn’t see either one of them until the morning when we got breakfast and headed north and then west. 

The road from Tifton to Columbus was mostly a dirt road with pine trees on both sides of us. By the time we got to the camp, it was late afternoon, and the only thing in our stomachs had been a bowl of grits and some scrambled eggs. I was really hungry and was yearning for my mother’s fried chicken. 

We stumbled out of the bus, and Dickerson told us to assemble in the yard in front of this long wooden building painted white. The sergeant told us to stand one arm’s length from the other person. I outstretched my arm, touching the fellow next to me. As we did this, a uniformed man in khakis stood at the top of the stairs in front of the building. He stood there looking at us, not moving and not saying a word. 

As the man stepped down from the veranda, we noticed that his black hair was perfectly combed, and the beginning of gray was just starting to show. When he got to the last rung, the sergeant said, “Attention!” 

We put our arms to our sides and looked straight ahead. The flies had started to buzz around us, looking for the perspiration that was streaming from us. 

After he had inspected us, he said, “I am assistant commandant of Fort Benning, Lt. Col. George C. Marshall. You have been brought to us for your initial military training. You will be with us for sixteen weeks. By then, we will have determined where you need to go next. Some of you will stay here with us and go on to intensive infantry training or tank training. Others of you will go on to other assignments. 

“The day starts at 5:00 with a four-mile run and ends at 6:00 with another four-mile run. I’ve made it my business that this military is the best-trained fighting machine in the world. and you will be its representatives. 

“Sergeant Dickerson will take you to get your gear, assign bunks, and get you fed. Sergeant Dickerson is your drill instructor. He’ll be the first face you see in the morning and the last one you’ll see when the lights are turned off. 

“That will be all. Sergeant Dickerson, they’re all yours.” 

With that, the Assistant Commandant Marshall turned his back to us and went up the stairs. 

 


CHAPTER TWO

For sixteen weeks, the first thing in the morning was the pounding of a metal spoon on a pot at 4:30 and the croaking of Sergeant Dickerson, “Rise and shine, ladies. It’s time to get up and get to work.” 

Since I’d lived on the farm all of my life, this wasn’t a chore, but for the city boys, the moaning and groaning happened every morning. Dickerson inspected the bunks by 4:30 to see if he could bounce a dime off of them. He made sure that we paid the price if the coin didn’t. 

He’d yell at you with spittle flying in your face, “You pathetic maggot, how is it you can’t make your bed properly? Drop down and give me fifty.” 

We were to do fifty pushups on demand, so we tried our best to complete the task with him yelling the count and the others in the barracks making sure that their bunks met regulation. The sweat would run down our face and then plop to the floor. By the time we’d finish, a lake of sweat made an outline on the floor. There was always someone whose bed didn’t pass inspection. 

Each locker was inspected to make sure that everything was neatly in place, and if it wasn’t, we’d get fifty. Everyone got this treatment at least once in the sixteen weeks we were with him. We would assemble in front of the barracks, and he would start the run. 

Georgia in November is cold, and frost would be on the ground in the early morning. I could feel the crunch of the grass as we followed the sergeant into the woods. We tried to keep to the red clay path, but the surrounding woods would invade it, and we had to jump over thick roots. Occasionally, a deer would block our path, and Dickerson would yell at it. The animal would look at him, not knowing what to think of the madman running in the woods so early in the morning and would lazily move out of the way. 

Exhausted, we would pile into the mess hall and get eggs, bacon, grits, toast, and coffee. They would pile it high, but at the end of the run, we needed to be filled up. We’d get a few minutes to ourselves before the next part of the day – calisthenics. 

Dickerson would lead the exercising and keep up with us. Jumping jacks, pushups, leg lifts, and other exercises, along with other activities including marksmanship and hand-to hand combat, consumed our mornings. 

After lunch, you’d think they’d give us a break, but it was to the classroom, testing us or lecturing us on military protocol. We never knew what our test results were, but they consisted of mathematics, reading comprehension, language skills, and, as they said, psychological evaluations. 

In the afternoon, it was back on the field for our run and more exercises. At 6:00 when we came back from our run, we’d head for the chow hall, where they’d feed us fried chicken or pot roast, green beans, corn, mashed potatoes, and dessert that was usually peach pie or some other kind. One thing I can say about the Army, they made sure we were well fed. 

Sixteen weeks went by quickly, and toward the end, I received a request to meet with the Assistant Commandant Lt. Col. George C. Marshall. I knocked on his door and heard his voice ask me to enter. I stood at attention before him. He was looking over some papers and then looked up at me. I didn’t know why I was there. I had done everything that had been asked of me. When they asked me to clean latrines, I did so without making a fuss about it, or when they told me to mop floors, I did it willingly. 

He looked at me and said, “I’ve been reviewing your test scores, soldier.” I stayed at attention until he told me to be at ease. 

“You’ve impressed your instructors with not only your physical abilities but also your mental sharpness. They have recommended that you go on to officer training and afterward that, to consider what you want to do,” Marshall said. 

I was flattered that I would be considered for officer training and that I could pick my assignment. 

“Sir, permission to speak freely?” I asked. Marshall nodded affirmatively. 

“Sir, I built my own plane from a kit and flew her. My only wish is to be part of the Army Air Corp,” I said. 

“All right, but first I’ll send you to Fort Benjamin Harrison in Indiana, and once you’ve completed the training there, then you’ll be assigned to the Air Corp Tactical School at Fort Benning.” 

I thanked him, and he dismissed me. As I was walking out, Dickerson was waiting for me. “So, soldier, they want to make you a goddamn officer.”

“Yes, sergeant.” 

“You’ll be able to go home for two weeks before going to Fort Benjamin Harrison. Make sure you have plenty of time to get there on the bus. It’s a long ride,” he said with a sad note in his voice. 

He gave me instructions on where to get the bus to Indiana. At the end, he extended his hand. I shook it and thanked him for all he’d done. 

“This man’s army is a small family. We always know what our children are doing. After officer training, do you know what you want?” 

“Sir, I’d want to fly.”

 


CHAPTER THREE

The following day, I received my order to report to Fort Benjamin Harrison in three weeks. I took my duffel bag and started to head out the door to take the bus home. 

As I was leaving the barracks, Sergeant Dickerson stood there and watched me. “You leaving without saying good-bye?” 

“No, sir.” 

“I’ll be saying ‘Sir’ to you pretty soon so just call me Dickerson.” He extended his hand, and I shook it. 

“Dickerson, thank you for all you’ve done for me,” I said because he had prepared me to become a military man, to accept hardship, and to overcome adversity. 

“I didn’t do much. You had it in you all the time. Now go see your mama and daddy. Enjoy the time you have with them, and remember this old sergeant wherever you’ll be posted.” 

I told him that I would. I took the Greyhound bus that came once a day past the camp and headed home. 

The bus took almost a whole day to get to Palatka, and there at the bus station were my parents. They didn’t recognize me because I had grown taller and broader in the sixteen weeks I’d been away from home. 

“Son, they must be treating you pretty good because you’re bigger than your brother Steve,” Dad exclaimed as he tried to take my duffel bag. 

“Dad, I’ll carry the bag. They treat me just fine,” I said. Mother was all over me fussing, hugging, and kissing me and crying. My two brothers flanked me but kept quiet all the way home. I sat with them in the flatbed of Dad’s truck. 

It was Henry who was the first to say anything as we reached the house. “Baby brother, you’ve gotten big, really big, and it’s all muscle. How did it happen?” He was puzzled because when I left I was the runt of litter, and the two of them towered over me. 

“If you wake up every morning to a four-mile run through the woods, followed by calisthenics, then hand-to-hand combat, rifle and weapons practice, and then before chow another four-mile run, you tend to put on a little muscle,” I told him. 

“The ladies up there must go nuts over you, little brother.” In reality, I hadn’t been off base since I got there, and we had little contact with the locals. 

I smiled. “We were kept in camp until the end of training, and then I came home. When you train six days a week, you walk off the field dirty, smelly, and just wanting to sleep and give your body a rest. Then they show you movies about syphilis and gonorrhea which are really scary. They taught us about protection and how to avoid disease, but after watching that stuff, you’d rather just whack-off when your little man started to stand up.” 

Henry yelled at Steve, “Better get Lola checked out before she gives you one of those diseases that little brother talked about.”

Steve punched Henry in the shoulder. Lola was a local girl that Steve had been sweet on since junior high school. She was working at her father’s bar in town, and Steve would see her every chance he got. 

I took my bag from the back of the truck and walked to the house. It looked a little cramped when I bent over a little to get through the door. The living room with its dusty floral-print sofa and oak end tables. The dining room with the long table where we had our meals. When I walked down the hall, I noticed that I was brushing up against the walls. When I got to my room I noticed that my bed was too small and my feet would hang from the front, but despite everything, this was home and this was my family. 

When I unpacked, I changed into a white T-shirt and a pair of shorts I had brought with me because I knew none of my old clothes would fit. Then I went to straight to the barn where I had stored my little flyer. Under the old bed sheets I had used to cover her was my plane. I made sure that the tank was filled with gas. I took out the spark plug and made sure the spark gap and copper wire end were clean. I put oil on the moving parts and cleaned off any excess dust that had accumulated over the sixteen weeks I’d been gone. 

As I pushed her out, Mama came out the front door and yelled, “You’re not taking that thing up in the air.” 

“Yes, I am.” 

Dad came out and said, “Someone has to prime it for you,” as he moved toward me. My brothers came out wanting to see the show. I put on my goggles and sat in the driver’s seat. 

I moved the stick to make sure the rudders worked and yelled to Dad, “Let’s get her into the air.” 

He pulled on the propellor, and as soon as he did, the engine roared. He pulled away as I drove the plane down the driveway, and as I approached the end, I became airborne. As the wind struck my face, I knew that this is what I wanted to do for the rest of my life. 

I buzzed over the little town out by the St. John’s River. The water glistened in the afternoon sun. I made a lefthand turn and doubled back home. There were a few old Model T’s in front of the local watering hole called Big Jim’s Bar and Grill. From up high, I could see the zinc roof with the sun reflecting on its shiny surface; it almost blinded me. The zinc roof kept the place cool during the day, and at night, it kept the heat in. 

I noticed that they had asphalted Main Street, at least from the bridge for a couple of blocks. Palatka had seen her heyday as a hub for river traffic. The railroad had seen an end to that. It was cheaper to move oranges and hardwood on trains than it was by ship. The riverboat business slowly dried up, and the only thing that was left was a tourist boat that came once a week filled with Yankees from up north to gawk at the southerners and under their breath make fun at the way we spoke, dressed, and worked. 

I headed back home and landed on our long dusty driveway where both Mama and Dad where waiting for me. Mama rushed out to the plane as it came to a complete stop. I was pushing it into the barn when she came up and hit me in the shoulder. 

“I was frightened out of my wits. That thing is dangerous. You could have been killed.” 

“Mama, I’ve dealt with more dangerous situations in training than flying up there in my little plane. She’s light enough that if there is engine failure, I could glide down without a problem. You don’t have to worry about me. I can take care of myself.” 

Mama started to cry. “That’s just it. Parents don’t stop worrying about their children as soon as they walk out the door. We keep on worrying about them until the day they put candles on top of our coffins and lay us in the ground. Every day, I ask St. Michael and St. Jude to watch over you. I know you’re in good hands, but that doesn’t stop me from worrying about you.” 

I hugged her and lifted her up as Dad came through the barn door. “I love you and Dad, and I know you worry, but I have to live my life. I can’t be locked away in my room in Palatka forever. I’m not a rancher or farmer. I’m a pilot.” 

I kissed her and rubbed her cheeks with my five o’clock shadow which made her cheeks red. She giggled, and all the worry that she had expressed melted away. Dad came over, and I hugged him and told him how much I appreciated him and Mama for letting me go. He smiled and didn’t say a word. We walked back to the house where my brothers had just come home from the range, herding the cows and leading them into their pens for the night. 

Steve yelled, “Hey, little brother, cows need to be fed and watered, and nighttime milking needs to be done, so stop playing around and lend a hand.” 

I went over to the pens with the water hose and filled the troughs. Then I went back to the barn and started bringing out bales of hay. Steve and Henry got off their horses and put them in the barn, wiped them down, and joined me outside to put hay out. Pigs had to be given their evening meal, chickens had to be fed, and we all joined in to help. It was as if I’d never left, getting back to the routine of ranch life. 

By the time it was 6:00, Mama rang the dinner bell, and we rushed to the house where Dad pointed us to the showers before sitting down to dinner. We all smelled like the animals we had taken care of, and we needed to wash that smell off. 

The showers were outside, and there was no hot well water. I had been spoiled at Fort Benning. There they had hot water to soothe my muscles after a long day of training. Not so on the farm. The cold water hit my body, and I was in shock, shivering like crazy. 

My brother Steve said, “What’s wrong? You’re shaking like a leaf.” 

“They have hot water in the Army. I forgot we didn’t have that here.” 

Both of my brothers laughed as I lathered up, rinsed, and rushed out of the showers as fast as I could. I put on my clothes quickly and headed back inside, still shivering from the cold water and the cool night breeze coming through the trees. 

When we were all sitting around the table, Mama brought out cornbread, pork, corn, and baked beans. Before we started to dig in, Dad asked us to hold hands while he said the blessing: 

 

Bless all those assembled here today in friendship and fellowship, O loving God.

 

Thank you for the blessings of our God-given individual and collective gifts.

 

Put a desire in our hearts to make a difference in our families, communities, countries, and the numerous cultures and peoples around the world.

 

Provide us with balance at times of distraction and uncertainty. 

 

Amen. 

 

It’s something about homemade vittles that taste so good. Is it the ingredients or is it the love used to make them? I don’t know, but Mama’s cooking was sure good. When the meal was over, we all helped her clear the table and do the dishes. 

When we had finished, all of us headed for the porch. Steve asked to borrow the truck to go into town. 

Henry chimed in, “Going to see Lola?” teasing him about his crush on the girl. 

He asked if we wanted to come along. Steve jumped at the chance to go into town and hear music and watch people dance. I was about to say no when Dad told me it would be all right if I tagged along. 

I found one dress shirt that still fit, and I put it on. Steve put on enough cologne to smell him a mile away. I walked outside where Mama and Dad were rocking in their chairs. Dad asked if I had any money, and I told him that the government had paid me before I left the base. He gave me an extra $10 just in case I needed it. I thanked him, walked over to the truck, and waited for my two brothers. 

We crammed inside the truck cab, not wanting the dusty road to ruin our clothes, and headed into town. When we got to Big Jim’s, the place was hopping. The Coon Creek Girls were playing on the radio: 

 

“Pretty Polly: Oh I used to be a rounder, I’ve been around this town,

Oh, I used to be a rounder, been around this town,

I courted Miss Polly I’ve been all around.

Oh, where is Pretty Polly, oh yonder she stands…

 

The rednecks that I had grown up with didn’t recognize me. Billy Smith came up to me and asked, “You’re not Albert from the Ortega Ranch on the outskirts of town, are you?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“So that was you flying about town this morning, scaring the shit out of some of the old women in town.” 

We walked over to a table and sat down. “Didn’t mean to scare anyone. Just wanted to see if my flying machine still worked.”

“Where the hell have you been?” he asked.

I explained that I had joined the military and had been at Fort Benning, Georgia, for the past sixteen weeks. 

He yelled for Gator Riley and Fred “the Rabbit” Jones to come over to the table. Gator had had a gator bite off his big toe when we were in grade school together. He’d been swimming in a pond out by his father’s property and hadn’t notice a gator was living in the pond when he jumped in to take a swim. If it hadn’t been for his dad being out there, he would have been a meal for the old gator. 

Fred was called “the Rabbit” because his father kept rabbits, and Fred was always talking about how those critters were always screwing. 

Lola came by the table. She was a beautiful woman with long blonde hair and blue eyes. You could tell by the look in Steve’s eyes that he was hooked, but she had the look of most waitresses, attentive but really caring little about the person she was serving. 

She looked at me and asked, “What ya drinking, handsome?”

Steve jumped in. “Lola, you remember my little brother Albert, don’t you?” 

“Naw, this ain’t little Albert that made that flying contraption.” 

“Yes, Mama, one and the same. I towered over the men around the table and extended my hand. Her hands were as soft as a rose petal when I took them in mine. She blushed, and I told her that I wanted a Coca Cola. 
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