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Wild Blue Yonder

By 

Balogun Ojetade

One

First Lieutenant Jasper Ross pulled at his khaki tie as he slowly turned his head from side-to-side.

The woman sitting beside him in the back seat of the Ford GP stared at him chuckling. “Hot under the collar, Jazz?”

The men and women – well, woman – of the 555th Parachute Infantry Battalion called Lieutenant Ross “Jazz” – short for Jasper because according to his peers Lieutenant Ross was, like jazz, cool and free, yet deep.

At least, that’s what he told everyone who asked.

“Dad-blamed right,” Jazz replied. “How is the driver gon’ stop three times to do the number two? We were supposed to be here twenty minutes ago!”

“Sorry sir . . . ma’am,” the driver said, peering over his shoulder. “I had a hamburger last night. It ain’t agreeing with me.”

“That’s the problem, private,” Jazz said. “Do you have any idea where hamburgers are from?”

“Um . . . I . . .” the driver stuttered.

Jazz leaned forward. “Hamburg, Germany, private! That’s where. Eating that burger means you bought that burger, which means you supported Germany, which means you supported Hitler. Do you support Hitler, private?”

“N-no, sir!” the private stuttered.

“But you love hamburgers, right? Especially with pickles and juicy tomatoes on top?”

“Well, yes, sir,” the private replied.

“Then you love Hitler,” Jazz said. “It’s bad enough you love any peckerwood that ain’t your mama or your daddy of course, but Hitler?”

“I didn’t say I love Hitler, sir,” the private croaked.

“Actions speak louder than words private; right?”

Sweat dripped from the driver’s forehead, falling onto the steering wheel. “Well, I . . . I . . .”

“Well, what is it, private?” Jazz said, feigning impatience. “Do actions speak louder than words, or not?”

“I . . . I suppose so, sir!”

“You suppose so?”

The woman sitting beside Jazz nudged him with her elbow. “Leave that man alone Jazz, or you are going to make him have to hit the head again.”

“I’m just having fun with him, Ronnie,” Jazz whispered. “Besides, we’re here now; he can number two ‘til the cows come home!”

The Jeep came to a halt. Jazz grabbed his duffle bag and leapt from the Jeep. Ronnie grabbed her bag and followed suit.

The driver snapped his right fingertips up toward his brow in a crisp salute.

Jazz and Ronnie returned the salute.

“Thanks, Klaus,” Jazz said, lowering his hand.

“It’s Barber, sir,” the driver said, pointing at the name tag on the breast of his shirt. “Edwin Barber.”

Jazz nodded. “Whatever you say . . . Klaus.”

Ronnie pushed Jazz toward the two formations of soldiers who stood at attention a few yards from them. One group wore olive drab side caps, an olive-drab gabardine, spread-collared shirt worn with a khaki worsted wool tie, an olive-drab wool four-button tunic with leather belt, khaki wool trousers, and russet-brown leather shoes – the common Class-A uniform of a U.S. Army officer. The other platoon was dressed nearly the same, except most of the men wore the olive drab trousers of enlisted men. Five of them wore officers’ khaki wool pants. All of the soldiers in the second platoon wore combat boots with their uniforms, indicating their elite airborne status.

Jazz and Ronnie dropped their bags and took their places with the officers of the second platoon.

“Looks like the First Lieutenant has pulled rank and doesn’t have to show up for formation on time like us other lowly GIs,” a soldier standing beside Jazz shouted. The rest of the men in the platoon laughed.

“Your mama just didn’t wanna let go, Allen,” Jazz said.

“Hey, I understand,” Second Lieutenant Clifford Allen said. “You were winin’ and dinin’ mama and Rhonda’s fine self.” He peered past Jazz to Ronnie and crooned “Hey, Warrant Officer Wilson.

Ronnie rolled her eyes.

“He still ain’t gettin’ none, though,” a soldier shouted from the back of the formation. “Except, of course, from Allen’s mama.”

The soldiers in both formations laughed.

“Yeah, ‘cause he’s too short for the job,” Allen said.

More laughter echoed across the crisp morning sky.

“And he’s still TWICE as tall as you,” Ronnie said.

The soldiers roared, laughing heartily.

“All that noise must be coming from the Nickles,” a voice boomed.

The soldiers fell quiet.

A bullish man stepped before them. Jazz noticed that his skin was just half a shade darker than his khaki tie. He also noticed that the man’s name tag read ‘Woodbine’. Major Roy Woodbine’s name was legend. He was secretly the brains behind the formation of the 555th Parachute Infantry Battalion – the fierce and feared Triple Nickles – and the 332nd Fighter Group – the highly decorated Tuskegee Airmen.

“No sir,” Jazz replied. “I think it was a flock of seagulls flying overhead, sir.”

“Those goddamned Tuskegee, Alabama seagulls at it again, huh, Lieutenant?”

“Seems so, sir.”

“Uh-huh.” Major Woodbine stepped a bit closer. “My name is Major Roy Woodbine. All of you know my name; some of you know me. Kinda like Jesus, hooah?

“Hooah!” the soldiers replied in unison.

“And like our good Lord and Savior, you will find that, while I am filled with joy and mercy and light, I also come with a sword dripping blood up to the horse’s bridle – a sword I will use against anyone who stands in our way, white or Black; red, green, yellow, purple, pink or polka-dot. Hooah?”

“Hooah!”

Major Woodbine pointed toward his right. Here, you had the 332nd . . . the Tuskegee Airmen . . . the deadly aces that shot the Nazis lightly and they died politely.”

“Here, you had the 555th – the mighty Triple Nickles – the twenty-three coldest soldiers in this man’s Army. The nation’s first all-Negro parachute infantry test platoon, company, and battalion.”

The Major paused, perusing the troops before him. He went on. “Notice I said ‘had.’ You were the 332nd; you were the 555th. And you will be again. But right now; at this very moment – and until our mission is complete – you are SOAR: The Special Operations Air Regiment. Hooah?”

“Hooah!” the soldiers boomed.

“We are going to take this war to the Land of the Rising Sun and give Hirohito a new asshole in the center of his forehead, courtesy of a Colt M1911,” Major Woodbine said, pacing back and forth before the troops. “A defeat in their country – at the hands of Negro soldiers, no less – will totally demoralize the Nipponese and weaken their resolve as you are only as invincible as your smallest weakness.”

Major Woodbine raised three fingers in the air. “I have three months to work with you. Just three months to make the best better. But like I said I’m like Jesus and Jesus is a miracle worker. Hooah?”

“Hooah!”

“Work with me these three months and I promise you the same three things Jesus promised his disciples,” Major Woodbine said. “That they would be completely fearless, absurdly happy . . . and in constant trouble.”

The soldiers laughed.

“SOAR . . . dismissed!” Major Woodbine bellowed.

The soldiers saluted. Major Woodbine returned the salute, turned on his heels and then sauntered off.

“This should be interesting,” Ronnie said to Jazz.

“Very,” Jazz said. “Drink?”

Ronnie raised an eyebrow. “You buying?”

“What? Your money don’t spend?” Jazz asked.

“See . . . that’s why we never dated,” Ronnie said, shaking her head.

“We never dated because I never asked,” Jazz said.

“Then ask,” Ronnie said, batting her eyes. “You know you want to.”

Jazz laughed. “Why? So, you can reject me loudly in front of everyone? Shit, you ain’t setting me up for that one!”

Ronnie bent over laughing. “You know me well.”

“Too well,” Jazz said. “I gotta get better friends!”

*   *   *
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Jazz and Ronnie sat at one of the circular oak tables in the Negro Officers’ Club, sipping their favorite drinks – Ron Merito Puerto Rican Rum for Jazz and an ice-cold Schlitz Beer for Ronnie.

“Nice place,” Ronnie said, perusing the club. The polished hardwood floors and hand-carved mahogany ceiling fans were a nice touch. “Nicest Negro Officers’ Club I’ve ever been to.”

“Yep,” Jazz murmured, staring over her shoulder.

“Not half as nice as that white Officers’ Club we snuck into back at Fort Huachuca, though.”

“Mm-hmm,” Jazz hummed.

Ronnie snapped her fingers in front of Jazz’s face. Jazz blinked rapidly, his focus returning to the table.

“Huh? What’s up?” he said.

“Stop worrying about those fools,” Ronnie said, nodding her head back toward three Airmen who sat at the bar. “They have been staring since we came in. They probably think you’re cute.”

Ronnie laughed.

“I know you heard them whispering about your booty,” Jazz said. “I’m not the one they’re checking out.”

“Yeah, I heard them,” Ronnie said, dismissing them with a wave of her hand. “Talkin’ about it looks like two turkeys fighting under a blanket and all that.”

“They’re crackin’, but they’re fackin’,” Jazz said. “It is nice.”

Ronnie sucked her teeth. “Boy, please. Half these Negroes lose their minds when Miss Anne bumps them with her ol’ ironin’ board backside. It ain’t about the booty, it’s about the boy. Men know there’s much more to a woman.”

Jazz’s eyes fell to Ronnie’s chest. “Mm-hmm.”

Ronnie smacked Jazz on the side of his head with her palm.

Jazz laughed. “You’d better stop being so rough. These Zigaboojies like ‘em soft and prissy, with baby-makin’ hips.”

Ronnie laughed. “Zigaboojie...I like that,” she said, admiring Jazz’s play on Zigaboo – slang for Negro – and boojie – a Negro who apes the dominant bourgeoisie class. “But I already told you, no baby for me until I’m at least 37; and that’s baby, as in one – un; uno; eins; daya; moja.”

“Okay, I recognize the French, Spanish and German,” Jazz said with a raise of his eyebrow. “What were the last two?”

“Hausa and Kiswahili.”

Jazz shook his head. “Show off.”

“Hey, our Companions enhance our natural gifts and interests,” Ronnie whispered. “I’ve always had a love for languages.”

“Well, get ready to learn Japanese real soon,” Jazz said.

“I’m more interested in learning the languages where we are,” Ronnie said. “So, I can communicate with my people wherever I go.”

“Planning to finish what Boukman, Dessalines and L’Ouverture started, huh?”

Ronnie shrugged. “Our Companions enhance our natural gifts and interests.”

“No wonder I keep going after those pitch-toes,” Jazz said, smiling.

Ronnie sucked her teeth. “Please . . . you just like those Creole-lookin’ gals ‘cause they’re siddity. They don’t care about the quality of your character or your convo . . . just the quantity of your connections and your cash.”

“Isn’t your mama Creole?”

Ronnie nodded. “Yep . . . and she married my daddy because he was the first Negro doctor in Ruleville, not because she loved him. I think maybe she loves him now . . . maybe.”

Three Airmen sauntered into the club. Jazz recognized one as Captain Benjamin Davis, Jr. – commander of the Airmen and son of Benjamin O. Davis, Sr., the first Negro General in the Army.

“Marry him and you’ll do your mama proud,” Jazz whispered.

“Shut up,” Ronnie whispered back.

Jazz smiled.

His smile faded, however, as the trio of Airmen strode toward his table.

Captain Davis stopped inches from the table. The two other Airmen stood at his flank.

“Hello, Lieutenant,” Captain Davis said with a nod. “Warrant Officer Wilson. I’m Captain . . .”

“Benjamin O. Davis, Jr.,” Ronnie chimed in. “Your reputation precedes you.”

Captain Davis chuckled. “More like my father’s reputation precedes us both.”

“You’ve made your own name,” Ronnie assured him. “Your skills in the cockpit are spoken of with high respect among us pilots. And call me Ronnie.”

“Kind words, Ronnie,” Captain Davis said with a smile. “Call me Ben. And since you’re so kind, we’ll let you stay here instead of going to your designated Non-Commissioned Officers’ Club.”

“Didn’t mean any disrespect, Benny,” Jazz said, stone-faced. “In the 555th, we don’t make any distinction between Commissioned and Non-Commissioned Officers. We all chew the same dirt.”

“It’s Ben, for the lady, Lieutenant,” Ben said, his gaze still locked on Ronnie. “Not Benny. You will continue to address me as Captain.”

The men standing behind Ben laughed.

Jazz sucked his teeth.

“My brothers here are Lem and Charlie,” Ben said pointing his thumbs backward over his shoulders. “That’s Lieutenants Lemuel Custis and Charles DeBow to you, Lieutenant Ross.”

“Roger that, sir,” Jazz said rolling his eyes.

“Now, would you care to dance, Ronnie?” Ben asked.

“There’s no music,” Ronnie replied. “Besides, I doubt you could hang.”

“I’m the best dancer on this base,” Ben said, thumping his chest with the palm of his well-manicured hand. “Hey, Clyde . . . Claudine . . . give us something to juke to!”

The old bartender and the nearly-as-old waitress shuffled over to the baby grand piano that sat along the far wall. The man sat down, stretched his crooked fingers and then held them in place over the yellowed keys.

Claudine belted out in a strong alto:

“Patience and fortitude

Patience and fortitude

Patience and fortitude

And things will come your way.”

Clyde’s fingers jumped across the piano keys like crickets on a hot-plate. A fast jazz tune erupted from the piano and shook the club floor. 

“When you have solitude

Can make life dull and crude

Patience and fortitude

Things will come your way.”

Ben extended his hand. “Dance?”

Ronnie smiled and took it.

Ben pulled her to the dance floor.

Custis and DeBow sat down at Jazz’s table.

“Have a seat, gentlemen,” Jazz said, rolling his eyes.

“The Triple Nickles, huh?” Custis said, resting his chin on his fists. “I keep hearing how tough the Nickles are. Hell, I thought y’all would be giants who beat craters into the earth when you marched and shit, but y’all don’t look so tough to me.”

“And they shol’ ain’t smart,” DeBow said, slapping Custis on the shoulder with the back of his hand. “Who the hell spells nickels N-I-C-K-L-E-S?”

Custis and DeBow laughed.

Jazz leaned forward and, smiling, directed his gaze from Custis to DeBow, back to Custis. “It’s the Old English spelling, dummies,” he whispered. He sat back in his chair. “Now, what college did you go to?”

DeBow leapt to his feet. “What?!”

Jazz leaned back in his chair with his fingers interlaced behind his head. “Sit down, boy, before you get yourself hurt.”

The music stopped.

Ben and Ronnie rushed over to the table.

“What’s going on?” Ben asked.

Custis rose to his feet. “This grunt just called us dummies,” he said. “DeBow was about to teach him a lesson.”

“DeBow was about to get his ass whooped,” Ronnie said, cracking her knuckles. “You, too, if you jump, Lem.”

“Woman, you’ll get the spankin’ your daddy should have given you messin’ with me,” Custis said.

“Nothin’ between us but air and opportunity,” Ronnie said, pointing her fingers between her and Custis’ chests.

“Hold on,” Ben said, raising his hand high above his head. “There won’t be any fighting among us. Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” Jazz and Ronnie said in unison.

Ben snapped his head toward his friends, glaring at them. “Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” they murmured.

“Now, around here, we settle disputes like civilized men,” Ben said. “Care to arm wrestle one of my boys, Lieutenant Ross?”

“Naw,” Jazz replied.

Custis and DeBow exchanged glances, smiling wryly.

“Thought so,” Custis said. “I knew . . .”

“I want to wrestle all three of y’all,” Jazz said. “At once.”

Ronnie tapped Jazz on the shoulder. He looked up at her. She shook her head.

“You must be the dummy, DeBow said. “There’s no way you can win.”

“Try me,” Jazz said.

Ronnie pressed her fists to her hips, tilted her head and glared at Jazz with a raised eyebrow.

“I got this,” he said to her with a smile.

Ronnie shook her head and released a sigh.

Jazz placed his elbow on the table and then opened his hand.

Custis, the largest of the three Airmen, took Jazz’s hand in his. DeBow placed his hand on top of Custis’ and Ben put his hand atop DeBow’s.

The patrons and staff in the club gathered around.

“If I win, any time it is my turn to clean the barracks, y’all do it,” Jazz said. “If I lose, I’ll take each of your days.”

“Get ready to get calluses from all that sweepin’, boy,” Ben said.

The club erupted in laughter.

Jazz laughed, too.

Ronnie shook her head.

“Go!” Ben shouted.

The Airmen laughed as they pushed, expecting to slam the back of Jazz’s wrist into the table, but his arm did not move.

“What the hell?” Ben said.

He leaned his weight in a little, as did DeBow. The veins in Custis arms looked as if they would burst from the strain.

Still, Jazz’s arm did not move.

Jazz smiled. “My turn.”

Jazz inhaled and then pushed hard.

Custis screamed as his knuckles struck the table with a loud bang. DeBow and Ben went tumbling away from the table. Both men landed on their sides with a dull thud.

The gathered crowd clapped.

Jazz stood and took a bow. “I guess I should have let them know that I was arm wrestling champion of Chicago three years in a row.” He winked at Ronnie.

Ronnie shook her head.

DeBow and Ben scrambled to their feet. Custis leapt from his chair, pounding his fist on the table. “Damn this arm-wrestling nonsense! Wrestle me for real and let’s see how that turns out for you.”

Jazz drew back, half smiling. “Dang, Custis! You like rolling around on the ground with strong men, huh?”

“What?” Custis took a step toward Jazz, his fists balled at his sides.

Jazz smiled.

Ben stepped between the two men, placing a palm on each of their chests. “That’s enough, fellas. Save it for Hirohito.”

Custis nodded, but kept his gaze locked on Jazz.

Jazz continued to smile as he shouted an enthusiastic “Yes, sir!”

Ronnie grabbed Jazz’s arm. “Come on, champ.” She pulled Jazz away. Jazz continued to smile at Custis over his shoulder.

“Ronnie . . . how about dinner tomorrow night?” Ben shouted.

Ronnie looked back at Ben and waved her free hand. “It’s a date.” She then yanked Jazz out of the club and onto the sidewalk.

“Dang, Ronnie!” Jazz said, rubbing his forearm.

“You’re lucky I didn’t snatch it off!” Ronnie hissed. “You know better than to show off like that. You could have exposed us all.”

“Those pretty boys are going to learn about the Companions and what they allow us to do soon enough,” Jazz said. “We are one big, happy family now, after all.”

“The existence of the Companions – and the Nickles’ possession of them is top secret, sensitive compartmented information,” Ronnie said. “Above the Airmen’s pay grade.”

“I can go back in there and make them all a gold star in their mamas’ windows if you want,” Jazz said.

“You’re just woofin’,” Ronnie said. “Besides, I kinda like Ben.”

Jazz rolled his eyes.

“What?” Ronnie said, smiling.

“Let’s go,” Jazz said. “Beatin’ pretty boys makes me hungry.”

Two

The Airmen and the Nickles stood in their respective platoons, dressed in olive drab herringbone twill uniforms. On their feet, the Airmen sported M43 combat boots; the Nickles wore the status symbol of paratroopers: Corcoran jump boots.

Major Woodbine paced back and forth before the elite soldiers. He stopped dead center of both platoons and turned to face them. “Good morning, SOAR!”

“Good morning, sir!” The soldiers shouted in unison.

“The law of inertia states that an object at rest tends to stay at rest, unless acted upon by a greater force,” Major Woodbine said. “You had a full day off . . . and since a day to the Lord is like a thousand years and I am just like good Baby Jesus, you had a full lifetime of rest . . . and there’s nothing like a run at dawn to get you moving again; Hooah?”

“Hooah!” The soldiers thundered.

Major Woodbine sniffed the air and then closed his eyes and smiled. “Mm . . . smell those pancakes, eggs, bacon and grits?”

“Yes, sir!” the soldiers replied.

“The first platoon with all their soldiers to complete the run gets to savor that scrumptious breakfast,” Major Woodbine said. “The losing platoon gets oatmeal, or whatever the hell that gruel was in that pot I peeked in. Airmen . . . you have a ten-mile run this beautiful morning.”

“Yes, sir!” the Airmen shouted.

Major Woodbine snapped his head toward the Triple Nickles. “Nickles, you have fifteen.”

“Yes, sir!” the Nickles replied.

“Go!” Major Woodbine commanded.

Both platoons took off.

“They’re the dummies,” DeBow said. “They looked happy they’re running five more miles than us. They can’t win.”

Captain Davis snickered. “Not unless they can sprout wings and fly.”

*   *   *
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When Lieutenant Yancey Williams came jogging in, his fellow Airmen cheered. Not one Nickel was even in sight.

“We all broke our previous times,” Ben said. “Yancey, you clocked in at 45 minutes, 52 seconds.”

“Dang!” Yancey said, between huffs and puffs. “Ten seconds faster. What was your time, Captain?”

“44 minutes, 24 seconds,” Ben said.

“Those boys are gonna be wonderin’ how we finished so fast,” Custis said.

“Maybe we’ll fill them in about the Companions one day,” Yancey said.

“But not today,” Ben said.

The Airmen laughed and then marched toward the mess hall. Upon stepping up to the large cafeteria’s front door, they were greeted by the delicious smell of hot maple syrup and freshly squeezed oranges.

Ben smiled as he pulled the mess hall’s door open. “Let’s go, brothers. I can’t wait to toast the Nickles with a crispy piece of bac . . .”

“Bacon?” Jazz said, holding a crisp piece high in the air as he leaned back in his chair. The other Nickles followed suit. Stacks of steaming pancakes sat before them.

Captain Davis’ jaw fell slack. “How?”

“Enjoy your gruel,” Jazz said.

The Nickles laughed as they returned to their plates of food.

*   *   *
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Three soft knocks came from the other side of Major Woodbine’s door. The Major looked up from his morning newspaper. “Come in.”

Ben Davis opened the door, took three strides toward the Major’s desk and then snapped to attention.

“At ease, Captain,” Major Woodbine said.

Ben assumed a stance with his legs shoulder length apart and with his hands behind his back.

“I figured you’d come see me soon after breakfast,” Major Woodbine said. “But damn, Captain Davis . . . two minutes afterward?”

Ben frowned. “Sir, when the Airmen agreed to your experiment to become one with these alien things connected to our brains and our nervous system . . .”

“Companions,” Major Woodbine said, interrupting him.

“These Companions were supposed to make us the elite of the elite; the best soldiers in the history of warfare.”

“You are the best,” Major Woodbine said.

“Seems like the Nickles are more best,” Ben said.

“No, they’re just different,” the Major said. “The Companions provide enhancements to their hosts based on the hosts’ most frequently performed duties and how they train.”

Major Woodbine opened his desk drawer and pulled a mahogany pipe from it. He lit the pipe’s contents with a match he struck on the piece of flint on the top of his silver matchbox and then took a puff before speaking again.

“You Airmen are fighter pilots, so your apperception and metacognition are many times greater than that of normal humans. The Nickels have . . . other gifts that are the perfect complements to yours once you learn to work together; once you become a single link.”

“You mean the strongest link in the chain,” Ben said.

“No, smart-ass, I mean a single-freakin’-link,” the Major said. He blew a ring of smoke toward the ceiling.

“Why a single link, Major?” Ben asked.

“Because a single link never breaks.”

Three

An almost funereal silence permeated the room as the soldiers entered and took their seats. Each Airman wore his olive drab AN-S-31 flight suit and was decked out with all his gear except his parachute. Each Nickle wore olive drab battle uniforms and carried backpacks and belts with pockets for extra ammo and survival gear. On each Nickle’s helmet was the illustration of a black panther crouched atop a white parachute, with the numbers ‘555’ surrounded by golden wings. All of this was on a crimson background.

Training briefings routinely began with crude jokes and occasional horseplay, but there was none of that now, as this would be the Airmen’s and Nickles’ first training mission working together as SOAR.

Major Woodbine sauntered through the door and took his position at the front of the room at the blackboard.

“Gentlemen,” he began. “Three days ago, the 187th Glider Infantry Regiment of the 11th Airborne Division landed on the Treasury Islands — here, about 50 miles south of Bougainville.” He pointed to a tiny pair of islands of Papua New Guinea on the map with a wooden baton. “Resistance has been minimal, but the landing site is within easy reach of the Japanese airfields at Kahili, Kara, and Ballale, here on the southeastern end of Bougainville. The enemy’s main forces have been pushed northward in the past few weeks, but there are still sufficient contingents at these bases to threaten the soldiers. Nickles, you will eliminate these contingents. Airmen, you will ensure that no Japanese patrols pester our troops on the ground.”

“Yes, sir!” the soldiers shouted in unison.

“Airmen, your run up will be at 200 knots and you’ll fly a ten-by-three-mile oval over the target at 20,000 feet,” Major Woodbine continued. “Nickles, the B-29 Superfortress will also run up at 200 knots, but at 5000 feet. Airmen, you will cover the Superfortress until the Nickles jump. Nickles, you won’t be doing static line jumps; you have to actually do a little work and pull your own ripcords, for once.”

Laughter filled the room. Normally, paratroopers’ ripcords were connected to a cable in the plane. The paratrooper would jump and the weight of the paratrooper would cause the ripcord to tear and the parachute to open automatically. Of course, normal paratroopers jumped from a height of 1200 feet, not 5000 feet, but the Nickles were not normal.

“Nickles, if you don’t make contact during the patrol, the B-29 will land and then it will extract you. We have been authorized to then make strafing runs on ground targets of opportunity upon retirement.”

A chorus of excited murmurs filled the ready room. Once the noise settled, the Major continued. “Take note of the reminder on the bottom of the board. In the event you encounter enemy fighters, do not press an attack if you don’t have an altitude and speed advantage. Your P-51 Mustangs are maneuverable as hell, and so is that B-29 in Ronnie’s more than capable hands, but a Zeke or Oscar will outturn you in a low-speed dogfight. Do not try to turn with it, or you will die. Whenever possible, attempt a high side run with the sun behind you. If you don’t make a kill on the first pass, don’t get greedy and start playing around with him. Use your speed advantage to regain altitude and I don’t want anyone getting combat-happy and breaking off on his own.”

All eyes and ears now hung on the Major’s every word. Anticipation spread through the room like a contagion.

“This is what these last two months of our training has been about, so I don’t expect any screw-ups,” the Major continued on. “This is your last training mission before we send you into the heart of the Land of the Rising Sun. If you get hurt, you’re nearly 200 miles from home. You can head southeast to Munda or Ondonga if you’re in bad trouble, but you may end up stuck there for a while if your plane’s not flyable.”

“It sounds like a milk run to me,” Ronnie said. “Our Companions have adjusted to us working as a team and everyone is sharper and more powerful because of it. We’re gonna tear those Nipponese boys up.”

“You won’t be bored out there, if that’s what you’re worried about, Warrant Officer Wilson.” Major Woodbine said, smiling. “Now, let’s mount up and open a can of whoop-ass on that Wild Blue Yonder. Hooah?”

The soldiers of SOAR leapt to their feet, snapped to attention and boomed: “Hooah!”

*   *   *
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Outside, a few brilliant stars still speckled the midnight blue sky, though golden glows painted the eastern horizon like a watercolor wash. A gentle ocean breeze swept over the beach and through the camp. For this final training mission, SOAR had relocated to Hawaii and Jazz had spent as much time as possible enjoying the sand and surf – quite a different life from Tuskegee and a whole different world from his native Chicago.

Jazz made his way through the dark morning to the first of the waiting jeeps and then climbed into the back. Ronnie hopped in next to him.

“Morning, Beautiful,” Ronnie said, smiling.

“I’m supposed to tell you that,” Jazz said, shaking his helmeted head.

“Then, tell me,” Ronnie said.

“Good morning, Beautiful,” Jazz crooned. “Marry me?”

Ronnie clapped her hands together. “Let’s do it!”

“I’ll invite Captain Davis to be our Maid of Honor,” Jazz said.

Ronnie laughed. “Leave my future ex-boyfriend alone.”

“Ex-boyfriend?”

“Yeah,” Ronnie replied. “Ben is a nice guy and all, but he’s no fun. Our relationship is like doing pushups on your knees . . . it’s just not working out.”

Jazz burst out laughing.

The overweight jeep bounced and sloshed down the muddy track toward the revetments. As the vehicle approached the line of P-51 Mustang fighters and the B-29 Superfortress, Jazz spotted a pair of fuel trucks pulling away and several Army Air Corps crewmen scurrying back and forth among the planes. The smell of gas had replaced the tang of salt in the air, and the roar of diesel engines thundered above the grinding of the jeep motor.

Jazz hopped out of the jeep and strode toward the B-29. He noticed that the immense bomber’s tail had been painted red just like the Airmen’s planes. “One big, happy family,” he whispered as he climbed into the B-29.

Ronnie followed him inside, but as Jazz sat on a long bench in the bomb warehouse, which was converted into a transport for the Nickles and their equipment, Ronnie strode past him without a word to the nose of the plane and then strapped herself into the pilot’s seat.

Jazz was used to Ronnie’s aloofness right before she flew the B-29. Her Companion was preparing her to take up all 11 crew positions; increasing her already exceptional apperception, metacognition, speed, accuracy and ability to multitask. “I’m my own damned co-pilot,” she was fond of saying. Ronnie was also the plane’s bombardier, engineer, radio operator, navigator, radar operator and gunner on the three 12.7mm cannons and the 20mm machinegun.

Ronnie tightened the seat harnesses and made sure none of them were twisted behind her. She pulled on a pair of snug gloves and then looked over her instruments, which glowed warm red in the solid black panel in front of her. Finally, she pulled her goggles over her eyes and glanced back to ensure all of her fellow Triple Nickles were strapped in and ready to go. Satisfied, she pushed the throttle forward, feeling the plane shiver and shake as power built up. The Superfortress lumbered out of its revetment and onto the apron, where Ronnie steered to the right and then taxied her plane to the northwest end of the runway. She pushed the throttle all the way up. The B-29 shuddered with an explosion of power and began to move. The Superfortress gained speed quickly, and when the airspeed indicator read 75 mph, she nudged the stick forward to raise the tail-wheel; at 90 mph, she pulled the stick back, lifting the plane smoothly from the ground and into the air.

Now clear of the ground, she pulled up the landing gear and then made a slow, climbing turn to the right, out over the ocean. She watched her instruments and listened to the smooth roar of the engine. When the altimeter indicated 1,500 feet, Ronnie glanced over her right shoulder and saw the black silhouette of a P-51 lifting off the runway and turning to follow her. She continued southward, climbing until she reached 5,000 feet and then she veered to the left to begin a slow orbit as the rest of SOAR came up to form on her wings.

Their destination – Kahili – was forty-five minutes away at the southeastern end of Bougainville. For many months it had been the most heavily defended enemy base south of Rabaul. In conjunction with its neighboring airfields, Kara and Ballale, Kahili presented a formidable bulwark against allied air and sea forces. In the last few weeks, however, allied concentrated assaults had come tantalizingly close to breaking the enemy’s back in the region, and the name Kahili no longer inspired quite the degree of terror it once had. Still, flying to Bougainville remained a risky endeavor. Even though the threat from Japanese fighters had diminished, the antiaircraft guns at the Ballale airfield boasted legendary status and enemy shipping in Tonolei Harbor, which supplied the Bougainville bases, continued virtually unchecked, despite the allies’ frequent – and deadly – anti-shipping raids.

The Airmen ascended until they were 15,000 feet above the B-29, but flying in time with the Superfortress.

SOAR flew in silence the entire distance to the target, which Jazz first glimpsed through a heavy cloud layer just a few minutes after sunrise. Their approach brought them over Bougainville at its southernmost end; the island extended some one-hundred fifty miles to the northwest, and to the left, Ronnie could see a line of distant green mountains – the Crown Prince Range – jutting up through the clouds like the heads of watchful giants. The B-29 veered slightly to the right to begin its orbit above Kahili.

Ronnie flipped on her gun switches, charged the guns, and squeezed the trigger on the control yoke to fire a few test rounds. With the sound of a jackhammer, six orange streams of tracers sliced through the air in front of the plane, three more came from each wing, and another volley came from the tail. All guns were working. Taking Ronnie’s cue, the Airmen followed suit and fired their test rounds, the very act of which bolstered everyone’s confidence.

At 200 mph indicated airspeed, the first ten-mile leg of their orbit took three minutes to complete. The entire flight then made a gentle left-hand turn in unison to swing back in the direction they had come. For the next hour and a half, SOAR flew this pattern high above Kahili, all of the pilots scanning the sky, the clouds, the sea, and the airfield below, their eyes never ceasing to roam, their necks growing sore from constantly turning their heads. During that time, none of them saw the first sign of enemy air activity, though a few flak bursts dotted the sky several miles to the northwest, at a lower altitude – probably in response to a raid on Kara by dive bombers based at Munda.

By 0910, it seemed certain that no enemy fighters intended to challenge them, at least not at that altitude. It appeared the Japanese decided that flying up to engage American fighters was not worth the risk just to attack a single bomber. The chances of getting any kills today were looking slimmer and slimmer.
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