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A Reading Group Guide to
 One Small Step


By P. B. Kerr












About the Book


It’s 1969 and thirteen-year-old Scott is doing all the things that normal boys do—and also flying airplanes with his air force flight instructor father. When Scott successfully crash-lands a training plane, NASA takes notice. They hope to recruit him for their top-secret space program, which will launch a test flight to the moon before the first lunar landing. Although this craft was intended to be piloted by chimps, one ape had to be dismissed, and now they need a quick substitute—who better than a boy aviator? Soon Scott is on his way to the NASA training facility. There he’s surprised to discover just how clever and competent the chimps are: They’re able to control the flight simulators just like regular astronauts do. The chimps are more like humans than Scott ever imagined, so why, then, did one of them go crazy? Is there something about this mission that NASA isn’t telling him?


G-forces collide with government secrets as Scott races to prepare for his journey to the moon. Brimming with nonstop action and adventure, this is the story of a courageous young man who dares to follow his dream.


Discussion Questions






	While much of the information in One Small Step is factual, the book is a work of fiction. But could you also describe this novel as a fantasy? Why or why not?


	Why do you think author P. B. Kerr chose the title One Small Step for this book? Talk about the many different meanings of this title as it relates to the following: space exploration, Scott MacLeod, the chimps, and Scott’s family.


	At the beginning of the story Scott accepts a dare from a fellow student at his school in Florida and ends up precariously perched on a window ledge. How does this incident foreshadow what happens to Scott during the course of the book?


	Scott’s relationship with his parents is one of the central themes of One Small Step. Talk about Scott’s rapport with his mom and dad. How does his relationship with his parents change throughout the course of the book? And how does Scott’s journey to the moon ultimately affect his family?


	Scott’s father decides to teach Scott to fly an airplane before he is legally allowed to do so. Why do you think he does this? In your opinion, is Scott really ready to fly a plane, or does Scott’s dad have another motive in teaching him to fly?


	Scott is given permission to travel to the moon by his father, who saves his military career by agreeing to let Scott go. If you were Scott’s father, would you have made the same decision to let Scott travel on Caliban 11? Why or why not?


	Scott finds that life is much more challenging on Caliban 11, and that basic needs must be approached in a very different way. Thinking back to Scott’s time in space, what one thing did you read about “everyday life” that fascinated you the most?


	Scott has a few unusual experiences on his way to and on the moon. Who and what does he encounter? Do you believe Scott’s conversation actually happened, or was it just a figment of his imagination? Also, discuss the “bogeys” Scott and the chimps see in space. What is a bogey, and who else has seen them? Do you believe that they exist?


	
One Small Step delves into several serious subjects, including dangerous air and space travel, parental separation, and death. But there are also many humorous segments in the book. Identify some of these funnier moments.


	Scott doesn’t have any siblings, but he does have two friends who are like brothers to him—Kit Calder and Benny the chimpanzee. Talk about Scott’s connections with Kit and Benny. How are they similar? How are they different?


	At the end of the book, Scott talks with his girlfriend and neighbor, Pamela, about his experience on the moon. During their talk, Scott quotes “Easter, 1916,” a famous W. B. Yeats poem, by saying that the moon has a “terrible beauty” (p. 299). What does Scott mean by this?


	Scott never does find out what is written on the rock he brings back from the moon. What do you think the message says, and why? Who do you think wrote on the rock?


	If you were a librarian, teacher, or bookseller, who would you recommend One Small Step to? Do you think this is a book girls would enjoy just as much as boys? Why or why not?







Projects and Further Research






	Ask your students to conduct further research on NASA. A good place to start is nasa.gov. Students should find out answers to the following questions:









	What does NASA stand for?


	When was NASA founded, and why?


	Where is NASA based?


	What were NASA’s goals in 1969?


	What is the role of NASA today?


	What are their goals for future space travel?









2. Lots of kids dream about becoming an astronaut, but what does it really take to become one? Encourage your students to find out more about pursuing a career as an astronaut. What qualifications are essential, and what type of background should a candidate have? What sort of training do astronauts go through? Who are some of the more famous astronauts in history? And who are the astronauts of today?


3. Author P. B. Kerr did a tremendous amount of research in order to write One Small Step. Find out more about how an author conducts research prior to writing a book. Consult Kerr’s author’s note at the end of the story for some clues.


4. One Small Step is set in the late 1960s. Talk about some of the references to that time in history mentioned in the book. Challenge your class to find out more about that period of time. What was happening in the world then? As a class, host a discussion about how life has changed since then.


5. Benny and Choo-Choo the chimpanzees play a vital role in One Small Step. What do you know about chimpanzees? Find out more about these primates. How many types of chimpanzees are there? How are chimpanzees similar to humans, and how are they not? Where are chimpanzees found in the world? And how do they help humans?


6. Can you communicate like a chimpanzee? Study the basics of sign language by visiting the library or consulting the Internet. Together as a class, learn some simple signs. Then, devote some classroom time to communicating like chimps.




7. Scott uses poetry at the end of the book to describe the moon. As a class, research and discover some other poems that have been written about the moon. In addition, encourage your students to write their own poems about the moon. Host a poetry event, and ask your students to read and share their poems with the class.


8. Continue the story of Scott MacLeod. Ask your students to think about what happens to Scott after the story ends. Have each of your students write a short essay about Scott’s life in the future. Did Scott even return to space? Did he pursue a career in science and mathematics? What would Scott be doing today?







This reading group guide has been provided by Simon & Schuster for classroom, library, and reading group use. It may be reproduced in its entirety or excerpted for these purposes.















 






There was a ceiling of thick cumulus cloud at about five thousand feet. I never liked flying through thick cloud. It was like in Star Trek when Captain Kirk finds himself somewhere dreamlike and weird and between worlds. Dad said that when he was in Korea, sometimes he used to hide in a cloud and wait for a MiG to come on by; then he’d wax its tail before it knew what was happening. I can believe that. To me, clouds always seem like they’re hiding something. But above eight thousand we found ourselves in clear blue sky with fifty-mile visibility in every direction. Below us the ground had disappeared altogether, and the cloud covering looked less like an ambush waiting to happen and more like thick and fluffy layers of whipped cream. Sometimes that’s the best kind of flying there is. The kind where it’s just you and the sky, without a hole in the cloud to indicate the way back home. We were in an excellent mood. And in these particular circumstances it seemed kind of fitting that there should be no reminder of an Earth that wanted us both tied down or grounded.


“Isn’t this something?” said Dad.


“It’s great,” I said.


“How many thirteen-year-old kids do you figure ever get to do anything like this?”


“I dunno. Not many, I guess.”


“I’d say less than not many. I’d say you’re the only one, Scotty. Wanna take over for a while?”


“Sure.”


“You have control of the aircraft,” he said, and let go of his stick.


“I have control of the aircraft,” I said, taking hold of mine.


It was probably the best that I had ever flown, a real dollar ride. I did an aileron roll and a loop and a perfect figure of eight. Then I took the Tweet up to thirty-four thousand, which was the highest I’d been in any aircraft. The sky up at that height was the bluest blue—the most perfect sky I’d ever seen outside of that picture of the air above the Island of Skye that was hanging on my bedroom wall. I felt like an angel. I could hardly bear the idea that I was about to give all this up.


“Like I always say,” said Dad, “you’re a natural stick-and-rudder man. Something born, not made. A true MacLeod.”


I whipped the Tweet the length and breadth of Harris County for about an hour before I felt him on the brakes and he said it was time to head for home. I wondered when I would ever again feel such monumental power through my hands.


“You have control of the aircraft,” I said.




“I have control of the aircraft,” he said, taking the stick and pushing it forward.


Dad dropped down to about seven thousand feet, just above the cloud layer, and then radioed the tower controller at Ellington, who advised him that he was clear to land. So he throttled back and began banking gently to the right, flying in a big wide circle that would bring us in to land from the southeast. Completing his turn, we dropped through the cloud and prepared to make our final approach.


Suddenly, without warning, we found ourselves faced with a flock of about a dozen snow geese flying in a V formation and coming right toward us. There was no time to get out of the way. We were going too fast for that. For me there was no time to do anything except yell and then duck as one of the geese hit the right side of the Tweet’s canopy. The Tweet rocked like it had been hit by a surface-to-air missile, and the Plexiglas shattered into a dozen fragments as the goose came hurtling right through the canopy and collided heavily with my dad. The cockpit was filled with a smell like singed hair as another bird, perhaps, or even part of the same bird, was ingested by the air-breathing intakes of one of the two engines.


There was blood and feathers and pieces of Plexiglas everywhere. It was impossible to know how much of the blood and guts spread all over the right-hand cockpit seat was the bird’s, and how much was Dad’s. The shark pictured on his helmet looked like it had made a fresh kill. Its pointy teeth were dripping with red. It was hard to believe that an ordinary bird could cause such destruction to a jet fighter aircraft. It was equally hard to believe that we were still airborne. But we were. For the moment, at least.




“Dad?” I shouted desperately. “Are you okay?”


His chin stayed on his chest, and his hands remained motionless on his lap. He wasn’t holding the stick. He didn’t look like he was even awake.


“Dad?” I took him by the shoulder and shook him hard. Restrained by its harness, his body stayed put, but his head lolled alarmingly. I couldn’t see his eyes behind his visor, and when I tried to push it up, I found that it was stuck, as if the impact had damaged the hinge. So I reached across and unbuckled his oxygen mask. His mouth was open and full of blood. His tongue was hanging out. A terrible feeling took hold of my stomach. For a moment I felt like throwing up. I was terribly afraid that he was dead. “Dad!”


For a moment I saw his lips move and in the earphones inside my helmet I heard him utter one word: “Eject.” Then he was silent.


Instinctively, I reached down beside my thigh, took hold of one of the ejection-seat handgrips, and raised it to the full up position, exposing the trigger the way he had shown me. I felt the shoulder harness tighten. I needed only to squeeze the trigger to launch myself out of the aircraft. Except that I couldn’t do it. Despite what he’d said earlier, there was no way I could eject.


For one thing, I could only eject myself, and that would have been like killing my dad. For another, the canopy was a mess. It was supposed to blow off a split second before the seat ejected. But looking at it now I had my doubts about that happening. It seemed just as likely that my seat would be fired straight through the damaged canopy, killing me outright. There could be no question of ejecting. Our only chance was for me to take control of the aircraft and land it myself—something I had never done. I grabbed the stick as the Tweet gave a little shudder and began to dip to the right.


“I have control of the aircraft!” I yelled at him.


The trouble was, I didn’t. Not by a long shot.


 


They say your whole life passes in front of your eyes in the moments that precede your own death. But this isn’t what happened. Not for me, anyway. Being only thirteen years old, I guess there wasn’t that much to remember. Instead, I remembered the last time I’d been really scared. That is, scared enough to think that I might be about to die. It was six months ago, in Miami, before I ever started flying with my dad. Before my life really got started.















Ten…







“Just one small step, son,” said the teacher. “You can do it. Try not to look down.”


The two of us were standing on the second-floor window ledge. I did my best to avoid looking down, but with everyone watching me from the yard, thirty feet below, it was hard not to. Some of the other kids were pointing up at me. Others shouted out, telling me to stop being an idiot and come down, as if maybe they thought I wanted to kill myself. Then one of the teachers on the ground told them to be quiet, and everyone fell silent and waited to see what would happen next. I was curious about that myself.


It was my first day at a new junior high school, in Miami.


The teacher on the ledge was holding out a hairy-looking hand, inviting me to take hold of it. “Come on, boy,” he said, reaching toward me. “One small step and then you can grab my hand.”




Oh God, oh God, if you help me to get down from here, I promise to be good.


But I stayed frozen to the window ledge. All six inches of it. The school had been built in the late 1950s, and apart from the concrete ledge the building was mostly made of glass. Like a giant greenhouse. There were no handholds to speak of. The teacher, a tall man with lots of blond hair and plenty of teeth, was holding on to the frame of the window I had been heading for, with his fingertips.


How the heck did I get up here?


During the lunch break I’d had a fight with a boy called Lawrence Malley. He wasn’t any bigger than I was, but he thought he was tougher. Anyway, we had fought and it was a draw, and then we called it quits. He said he liked me and that I could be in his gang if I had the nerve to accompany him on a walk from one end of the school to the other. It sounded simple enough. There was just one problem. Neither one of us was allowed to touch the ground. This is how I came to find myself out on a window ledge thirty feet above the school yard.


At first the dare had gone well, and I flattered myself that I had probably made a new friend. But then Malley smiled a weird sort of smile and moved along the ledge at speed. He climbed through an open window and closed it behind him, abandoning me to my fate. And that was where I stayed, quite immobilized with fear, until someone spotted that I was stranded there and told the teacher, who opened the same window and came out after me.


The teacher had let go of the window frame and was now edging his way toward me. His feet were so big only his heels seemed to be on the ledge. “I’m coming to get you, kid,” he said. “Hold on.”


I closed my eyes for a moment. So I didn’t see what happened next. One minute he was beside me, and the next there were several loud screams from the yard below, followed by a muffled thump. The teacher had fallen off the ledge. I didn’t look down. My legs felt like Jell-O. The Florida sun was shining brightly on my face, but my skin felt cold and clammy. The only reason I didn’t throw up was the idea that I might throw up onto the teacher’s dead body.


Bad enough to lose your life trying to help some stupid twelve-year-old kid from falling off a window ledge, but to get covered with his vomit as well is adding insult to injury.


Curiously, the teacher’s death seemed to galvanize me, if that’s the right word. I gritted my teeth, pressed my hands and back against the window, and started to move again. A few inches at a time. When I got as far as the open window, I felt someone grab me from behind and haul me back inside the classroom. It turned out to be two people, not one: the school principal, Mr. Anderson, and my own homeroom teacher, Miss Kendrick. For a moment I stood swaying in front of them, like I was on the rolling deck of a ship, and then I threw up on their shoes.


They took me to the sick room, telephoned my mother, and told her to come and take me home. By the time I saw her lime-green Oldsmobile pull into the school parking lot, I had learned two things. One was that a privet hedge had broken the teacher’s fall, and he wasn’t dead at all, but had a broken hip and a concussion. The other was the teacher’s name. He was Mr. Diver.


 


It was April 1968 and I had just moved to Florida with my mom because she wasn’t living with my dad. He was still living in our old house back in Texas. They weren’t divorced, exactly, but she said that was only because legal things took time. My mom was originally from Miami, and when she left my dad, she decided we should go back there.


I didn’t like Miami, I didn’t like the house, I didn’t like my room, I didn’t like Mom’s new boyfriend, Gene, who was a widower who lived around the corner, and I didn’t like his wire-haired son, Marvin, who Mom said she hoped I would be friends with. I didn’t like going to her old church. I didn’t like church any more than I liked Miami. I didn’t believe in God (maybe I would believe in him if I saw an angel or something). And now that I’d been to my new school, I didn’t like that either. All in all, things in my new life in Florida were not looking good.


“What were you doing out on that window ledge, Scott?” Mom asked as we drove back to the house in the Bay.


“Praying,” I said. This wasn’t so far from the truth, but I couldn’t help smiling while I said it.


I saw her glance across at me, and I knew the grin on my face would hardly help her to believe what I had just said. Most of the time when I tried praying on my own, it just sounded like me talking to myself.




“When you really put your mind to it,” she said, “I think you can be quite an accomplished liar.”


“It’s true,” I protested indignantly.


“The school principal said they all thought you were trying to kill yourself.”


“I might as well be dead,” I said. “I hate this place.”


“What’s to hate? In many ways Miami is just like Houston.”


“I wish I was back with Dad,” I said.


“Yes? Well I’d like to see how your father would react to what happened back there. That poor Mr. Diver has a broken hip. And a concussion. It’s a miracle he wasn’t killed. What the heck were you doing, Scott?”


“It was a dare,” I said. “One of the guys kind of challenged me to do it with him.”


“To do what? Get yourself killed?”


“To walk from one end of the school to the other without touching the ground,” I said. “I was trying to make friends.”


“With who? The angels?”


“You wouldn’t understand.”


“So what happened to him?” she asked. “This other lame-brained idiot?”


“Nothing,” I said. “He did it. He finished the walk. And I froze up. Simple as that. About halfway across I made the mistake of looking down, and I panicked. I think maybe I suffer from vertigo.”


“No, you don’t,” she said. “A fear or phobia of heights is called ‘acrophobia,’” she said, and then proceeded to spell it out loud. “Vertigo is merely a feeling. A passing sensation. Something very different. Take my word for it.”


Take my word for it. It was what she always said when she knew she was absolutely right. Mom said it a lot. She was a fact-checker for the Miami Herald.


 


We got home. It was a Thursday, and Mom always took Thursdays off because she had to work Saturdays. Usually I looked forward to Thursdays because Mom made her ham loaf, which was my favorite meal of the week. Unless of course she had invited Gene and Marvin, which sometimes she did, and that spoiled everything.


Fortunately, on this particular Thursday it was just me and Mom. Despite what had happened that afternoon, she still made the ham loaf, and we ate it in silence. Mom was tired, so she put on her glasses, which didn’t suit her at all. They reminded me of the fins on an old Cadillac Eldorado and made her look like a species of beetle. But Mom is a good-looking woman, I think. She’s tall, a little overweight, perhaps, with lots of dark hair and nice brown eyes. My Dad says she reminds him of Elizabeth Taylor, which was one of the reasons he married her. He used to joke that she had a temper to match. I’m not exactly sure who Elizabeth Taylor is, but Dad was right about Mom’s temper. She and my dad were arguing a lot then, of course. Mostly they argued about the same thing: the war in Vietnam.


My mom was dead against the war. Her elder brother Vern’s son, Jimmy, had joined the Marines in 1966 and been killed in Vietnam the same year. He was just nineteen years old. This made it very difficult for my dad, who was an air-force pilot and who was training pilots who were not much older than Jimmy to fly fighter jets.


Things had sort of come to a head when my Mom joined an antiwar movement and started campaigning to get a different president from the one we had. Then she left home. And because my dad was often away on air-force business, I went with her.


After that she joined a whole lot of other antiwar organizations that went under the general heading of the peace movement. She even tried to get me involved in her work. But I wasn’t interested. She stopped taking me along to her meetings when I started telling people who asked that when I grew up I wanted to be a spy and work for the Central Intelligence Agency. Like Felix Leiter in the James Bond movies. I love James Bond. I’ve seen all the movies at least three times. And I don’t see anything wrong with wanting to be in the CIA.


After dinner, just before eight o’clock, we settled down to watch Rowan and Martin’s Laugh-In on TV, which is one of my favorite shows. Mom says it’s always the same, but I’ve told her that the whole point of the show is that it’s always the same. Besides, I like things that are always the same. I hate things being changed. Anyway, it turned out that someone called Martin Luther King had been shot at a motel in Memphis. This upset Mom a lot. In fact, she was almost as upset as she was when we left Houston.


“That poor, poor man,” she said, and, taking off her glasses, started to cry. I put my arm around her and tried to make her feel better.




“What’s the matter with this country, Scott?” she asked me, after about five minutes of really solid crying.


“I don’t know,” I said. Beyond the fact that King was a black man and a doctor I didn’t really know much about him.


“What happened to Dr. King is a reflection of the violence we are inflicting on the rest of the world. In places like Vietnam. What goes around comes around.”


Here we go.


“Why does everything with you always come back to Vietnam?” I sighed.


After a moment or two she switched off the TV.


“What are you doing?” I asked, appalled.


“Switching off the TV,” she said. “As a mark of respect to Dr. King.”


“Respect? For what? He’s not dead. He’s been shot, that’s all. He’s in the hospital. That’s what they said. He’ll probably be okay. You’ll see.”


“You’re just a kid,” she said, “but one day you’ll understand.”


“I doubt it,” I said. “When I have kids of my own, I’ll let them watch exactly what they want.”


So then she went on for a while about how black people in America were being treated like second-class citizens, and when she was finished, I said “Ver-r-ry interesting,” in a German accent, the way Arte Johnson did on Laugh-In, which by rights I ought to have been watching. She didn’t get it, and it was probably as well I didn’t add the rest of his catchphrase, which was, “but shtupid.”




Then I went to bed, still eaten up with irritation and anger that I hadn’t been able to watch Laugh-In on TV.


If you ask me, people need to laugh more. Everyone does. Especially my mother. There are times when it seems to me that everyone is angry about this or angry about that. Every time you switch on the TV news, there are people waving signs and protesting about something. And I’m sick of it. The same way I’m sick of Miami and church and Gene and Marvin. I have to get away from it. And soon. Or I’ll go nuts too. Just like the guy who shot Dr. King.


In the morning Mom was crying in her Wheaties. She told me that she’d just heard on the radio that Dr. King was dead. I said I was sorry for Dr. King and his family. Then I told her that I didn’t want to live with her anymore. I wanted to go back to Houston and live with Dad.


 


After winning the victory over the Mexicans at San Jacinto that established Texan independence in 1836, Sam Houston decided to found a new town on the west bank of the Buffalo Bayou. That town is now the city of Houston. Once it was famous for oil. Now it’s famous because the headquarters of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration, NASA, is about twenty miles south of Houston, in a place called Clear Lake. Before the end of the decade the Manned Spacecraft Center at Clear Lake will guide a man to the Moon. People say that Houston is just two blocks of Manhattan in the middle of a prairie. But I like to think that in the future, whenever anyone anywhere in the world looks up at the Moon, the chances are they are also going to think of our city.




 


This was the first time I’d ever flown by myself. Nine hundred sixty-four miles as the crow flies. At the airport in Miami, Mom had cried, and I felt pretty bad about that. She said she thought it had probably been wrong of her to make me try and live a new life with her without asking me first. That it was too much to expect any boy just to pull up stakes and leave all his friends, and his school, and his home. I said that I didn’t care about any of those things, and that all I really wanted was for her and Dad to get back together. I didn’t tell her what I was really thinking, which was that I figured there was a better chance of her going back to live with Dad if I was living with him. That was my plan, anyway. Maybe if she missed me enough, she’d go back to him.


There were a lot of people at William P. Hobby Airport when I arrived aboard an American Airlines jet from Miami, and I could see that Dad disapproved of them all.


“There are too many goddamned people flying these days, Scott.”


That was the first thing he said as we walked out of the airport and got into the car. This was an Acapulco blue Shelby GT 350 with the full “King of the Road” package and ladder bars. Underneath the fancy paint job it was just a Ford Mustang, of course. But it was still a pretty good car.


He threw my bag into the trunk and then slid into the driver’s seat.


“Too many,” he said. “We got traffic jams on the ground, and if we’re not careful, we’re gonna have traffic jams in the sky. We’ve got to watch out for that. We’re free spirits, you and I. And the sky’s the last place where people like us can really exercise that freedom.”


People like us. This sounded good. Like we were two of a kind. As opposed to me being one species and him another, which is how it usually was.


We drove northeast. Hobby is no distance at all from Pasadena. Six miles at most. As usual he drove really slowly. Like it wasn’t a Shelby he was driving, but some crummy Datsun. “Any fool can drive fast,” he used to say, “but not everyone can drive in control.” Whatever that meant. Me, I couldn’t see the point of owning a car like the Shelby GT and not gunning it a bit now and then.


“I spoke to Jerry Sherriff,” he said. “And explained the situation.”


Jerry Sherriff was the principal at my old school, Ima Hogg High.


“Oh?”


“He says you can have your old desk back, no problem. You start tomorrow. Seven forty-five a.m. on the dot. As usual.”


“That’s great, Dad,” I said, trying to conceal my disappointment. I’d been hoping to take a few days off before going back to school. Clearly, my dad had other ideas.


“How is your mother?” he asked after a longish silence.


“She’s good,” I said.


“I hear you and she were going to church again,” he said, half smiling.


“Yes, we did.”




“I’m a Methodist, myself,” he said. “There’s a church on Main Street at Clay. Your mother and I got married there. Before she became a Baptist, that is. Do you want to go to church this Sunday, Scott?”


For a moment I tried to look as though I were actually taking this idea seriously. But the idea of going to church with my dad filled me with horror. I decided it would be best if I offered some kind of household chore by way of an alternative.


“No, sir,” I said. “I thought I might try to mow the lawn this Sunday. That is, if I could use the sit-down.”


The sit-down was what we called the Briggs and Stratton riding lawn mower. With its four-speed transmission and five horsepower it was as near to driving a car as I was likely to get for now.


“Sure,” he said. “Never was much on churchgoing, myself. Not on a Sunday, anyway.” There was a longish pause while he turned the car onto the Spencer Highway. “Is she happy, do you think?” he asked, after another long silence.


“No, I wouldn’t say that.” That seemed to please him. I added, “Especially not now that I’m here with you.”


He nodded. “What do you think my chances are?” he asked. “Of getting her to come back to me?”


“Good,” I said.


Really, I had no idea. But I wanted him to feel good about having me around again. It seemed to work. He leaned across and tousled my hair like he was actually pleased to see me. Maybe he had the same strategy for getting my mother back as I did. I doubt he’d have thought of a better one. My dad lacks guile. He’s a pretty straightforward kind of guy.


“What the hell am I going to do with you, kid?”


“I’ll be okay,” I said. “You’ll see. It’ll be fine.”


“I’m away a couple of times a month,” he said. “Laredo. Fort Worth. Tucson. New Orleans. Sometimes for a few days. It’s quite a thing when you’re only twelve to find yourself having to handle things on your own. Getting up in the morning. Getting yourself to school. Getting your own dinner. Doing your homework. If this is going to work, I’m going to have to trust you, Scott.”


I was looking forward to it, the way he described how my life would be. “You can trust me, Dad, honest.”


“I hope so, Scott. Because if I find I can’t, that’s it, pal. You let me down just once, and it will be once too many. You’ll go straight back to Miami to live with your mother. Is that clear?”


“I won’t let you down, I promise.”


“Then there’s no more to be said about it.”


For the two of us this had been quite a conversation. Normally Dad never says very much. And he scowls more often than he smiles. Before I left Houston to go to Miami with my mom, there was a competition in my class at school, and I won the vote for having the scariest father. His bark is worse than his bite, of course, but with a bark like that he really doesn’t need to bite at all.


Dad isn’t a tall man, but I’ve never seen a man who stands as straight as he does. He never slouches, or leans, or lounges. When he walks, he walks smartly, and never shuffles or saunters. The way they look at you, his blue eyes are no less straight than his backbone. They go through you like laser beams.


When he’s on duty, he wears his uniform. When he’s off duty, he wears a short-sleeved shirt and a tie, even when he’s at home. My dad is thirty-eight years old, and he comes from Oklahoma City. He sort of fascinates me, like a rare species of animal.


Dad’s full name is Kenneth Frazer MacLeod. He hates the name Kenneth, but he is very proud of being a MacLeod and of his Scottish roots. We both are. My grandpaw Hamish MacLeod was a farmer, and Grandpaw’s brother Alasdair was a crop duster. He was the one who taught my dad to fly. At the time Dad wasn’t much older than me. Dad himself always says that he became a pilot because MacLeod sounds like “cloud” and the sky is in his blood because the MacLeods all came from the Isle of Skye. It’s a nice explanation. Talking about flying is about the only time my dad sounds like a really interesting guy. Dad says Skye is a place where the sky never ends. I haven’t been there yet, but the photograph of Skye that hangs on my bedroom wall seems to bear him out. My dad took it himself when he went there between wars. In the photograph you can see Kilt Rock, which is called that because it looks like the pleats on a kilt; other than Kilt Rock there’s the sea and the sky, and somewhere in the middle there’s a join, but it isn’t exactly clear where. It looks like the kind of place you could fly around all day and you wouldn’t have to share the sky with so much as a lost goony bird.


He joined the air force in 1951 and served in the Korean War. During that time he shot down five MiGs. When he came home, he married my mother. I was born in 1956. From here on in it’s a little hazy. He did two tours in Vietnam between 1964 and 1967 and was shot down. He survived in the ocean for three hours before being picked up. The only time he ever spoke about it, he said:


“You want to know why I got shot down? Because I went back to look for someone in my squadron. Nobody gets left behind. That’s what I’ve always believed. A good commander always brings his crew home. If he can. Only the air force didn’t agree with me.”


Three months after that he was posted back to Texas as a jet flight instructor. And that’s pretty much all I know.


My dad’s call sign as a pilot was Shark, and that was what everyone called him. The Shark. Only my mom ever called him Ken. Dad liked it just fine being called Shark. Someone said it was because when he was shot down and spent three hours in the sea off the coast of Vietnam waiting for rescue, a shark almost ate him—at least until it found out what he tasted like.


But the Shark himself told it differently. To me, anyway.


“If a shark ever stopped swimming, it would die. It’s the same way with me and flying, Scott. If I couldn’t fly, I’d die. And don’t you ever forget it. You’ll understand it better yourself if and when you get a pilot’s license.”


 


It felt good to be back home in Houston. Our house is in Pasadena, in the southeastern part of Houston, just a few miles north of Ellington Air Force Base. The house is two stories high on a corner lot, with a carport, a little wrought-iron balcony outside the master bedroom, a double garage, about half an acre of yard, and a fishpond out front surrounded by six weeping willow trees. The fish are long gone, eaten by some raccoon, or possibly a heron. There are plenty of herons in this part of the world. Most of them come in from the beaches whenever there’s a storm.


My room was more or less just the way I had left it. There was my empty fish tank, the bookshelf with lots of books, and the desk where I did my homework. Many of the books on the shelves were about animals and birds. When I was a kid, I was quite interested in bird-watching. Next to my bedroom window was a telescope through which I sometimes observed birds, or sometimes the Moon, but just as often I used it to look at the girl who lived next door, Pamela Townshend, who sometimes liked to sunbathe in her backyard.


Above my head were all my dusty Revell model planes, hanging on bits of thread from my ceiling: an F-84F Thunderstreak, a B-29 Superfortress, a Sopwith Camel, a Bell X-5, a B-58 Hustler, and a Lockheed F-94C Starfire. My dad had flown both the Starfire and the Thunderstreak and, while telling me a little about what it was like to handle these fighter jets, he had helped me to assemble the models. Planes are the only models I’m interested in. Nothing else. One time he bought me a model of the Corvette Stingray Sport Coupe, and it’s still in the box, unassembled.


By rights they should have made him a colonel when he got back from Vietnam. He was a senior major, with a lot of experience. They should have given him a base to command. It didn’t happen.




 


Ima Hogg High School is one of the oldest public high schools in Texas. It was founded in 1878, which was when most of the teachers were born or last had sex. Especially the principal, Mr. Sherriff, who looks like he’s a hundred and two if he’s a day. Miss Ima—as people from Houston always call her—is a local philanthropist. This means that she is incredibly rich, having found a gusher of oil in her backyard in about 1920. She’s still alive but pretty old, I hear. About eighty-six. Miss Ima seems to have spent the last forty years just giving money away, and it’s my opinion that either she has got so much that she’ll never actually be able to give it all away or she’s just plain crazy. I tend to favor the latter explanation.


There’s a lot to be said for the school. We have the oldest high-school newspaper in Texas, the Guardian, which was started in 1888. Probably this was the last time anyone actually read it, but that’s just my opinion. In addition, we have a junior marching band that won some important state contest. When they play, they sometimes march up and down real quick, and look as though they are going to crash into each other, but they don’t. They’re pretty good, if you like that sort of thing. Me, I always kind of hope that they will actually crash into each other.


There’s a lot to be said against the school, too. For one thing there’s a uniform, which stinks. Then there’s my homeroom teacher, Mr. Porteous, who also teaches math. He calls me Old Mac and seems to think that I’m a character and that I’m not going to amount to very much. But the main thing to be said against the school can best be illustrated by the following imaginary snatch of dialogue. When I say imaginary, I don’t mean that it never happens. Actually, it happens all the time. I just mean that I’m not quoting any one particular occasion.


“Hi, what’s your name?”


“Scott MacLeod.”


“Well, hiya, Scott. What school do you go to?”


“Ima Hogg.”


“Well, now that you come to mention it, you do look like one. / All right then, go ‘oink, oink.’ / I thought there was a nasty smell around here. / Did you make that mess on the sidewalk? / Does the farmer know you’re loose? / Gee, a talking pig.” Et cetera, et cetera.


See what I mean?


My best friend at Ima Hogg is an amiable giant by the name of Kit Calder. His father is a cattle rancher who got his name in the Chronicle in 1965 when he shot and killed a man who’d just held up the Wells Fargo Bank on Travis Street.


 


Naturally, I had to endure a certain amount of teasing upon my return from the Orange State.


“What’s the matter, MacLeod? Florida too cold for ya?”


“Don’t they speak Texican in Miami?”


“New school threw you out, huh? Can’t say I blame them.”


Porteous seemed especially displeased to see me back and decided to give the class a real good laugh at my expense. (I had no trouble remembering what he said; for days my classmates didn’t tire of repeating it until they had it word for word.)




“Today we are obliged to welcome Mr. MacLeod back into your simple-minded midst. Some of us had breathed a sigh of relief and thought we were well rid of him. However, it turns out he was merely away on vacation, in Florida, of all places. There may be some of us who suppose that Old Mac’s life has been one long vacation. Others might be tempted to imagine that the school he attended in Miami presented him with challenges that were beyond his modest intellectual gifts, and that he has only returned to our bosom so that he might coast through another semester without doing any work. But that would be a mistake. Don’t you think so, Mr. MacLeod?”


It was good to be back at Ima Hogg, among the brain-damaged armadillos I called my friends.


 


On Sunday I mowed the lawn, and then we drove over to Elson’s Garden Center on Yale, where Dad got some fertilizer and some roses. On the way back home we stopped at the Sheraton-Lincoln Hotel, where to my surprise he treated us to a proper roast beef lunch in the Cheshire Cheese, which is the name of the restaurant they have there.


“Want anything else to eat?” he asked, after my second plate of trifle.


“No,” I said. “I’m really stuffed.”


“Good. By the way, what do you think of the view here?”


I looked out of the window and down several stories onto Polk Avenue below and shrugged. “It’s okay. But we’re really not that high, Dad.”




“Exactly. And do you feel like you want to throw up your lunch?”


“No.” I wondered what he was driving at.


Then Dad asked me about the incident on the school roof in Biscayne Bay. Apparently he and my mother had already discussed it on the telephone.


“So what went wrong with the dare?”


“The guy I went up with closed the window and left me stranded there,” I said. “I lost my nerve. I think I might be suffering from acrophobia.”


“Acrophobia?” My dad uttered the word with distaste and shook his head. “You don’t suffer from acrophobia. Not if you’re up here and looking down. If you did suffer from acrophobia, your lunch would be on the carpet by now. The other guy closed the window and you panicked, that’s all. Could happen to anyone.”


I nodded silently, surprised at the vehemence with which he had spoken.


“And I’m going to prove it to you. This afternoon. We’re going to take all the stuff we bought home. And then we’re going to go to Ellington.”


“You mean—?”


“That’s exactly what I mean.” He grinned. “This afternoon we’re going down to Ellington. To go flying.”
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