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For my mom, my wife and my daughter,

Thanks for letting my imagination soar
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“Imagination is more important than knowledge. Knowledge is limited. Imagination encircles the world.” ~Albert Einstein

-Recovered from the Library of Howard Hughes hidden in an edition of The Man Who Went Back by Warwick Deeping -

––––––––
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The doctors called it a miraculous recovery. I don’t subscribe to such mythological ideologies. I was raised to believe that there is modern medicine in the things we eat. Take oranges for example. The vitamins are the very lifeblood of society. The doctors gave me tests, needles, tests, needles, more tests, more needles and when the tests and needles were through I could barely move. Orange juice, squeezed in my presence, is what saved me. Not some quack with a piece of paper written by another quack with a piece of paper.

I sat there after it happened. It was the 7th of July they told me later. That horrible day. 1946. The XF-11 crash. I thought about that day in recovery. I thought about that day in my dreams. I thought about that day every second of every day and more. The more I thought about that day the more sick I became from that day. But one thing I had not counted on was to survive that day. I knew I was dead the moment I touched down. It was the damn fire that pinched me back into living. I remember breaking the glass, cutting my hands, wrestling with the fires of piping hot metal. The fire went past my skin. It was popping right through me.

My collar bone was cracked, my chest pushed in and my heart was shifted to the wrong place. I sat in the field away from the wreckage, surveying the damaged houses I left in my wake. 

The cut on my upper lip was bleeding and I began to spit vigorously, arms on my knees. I was a dead man but alive again. There was only one reason for it; I had more to do. 

I knew it the second I felt her, the plane, getting bumpy. My vision kept shifting and I knew I was headed for a hard landing. I saw a road. One car driving along it. A mint green car. Not one of mine. Surely another car. When I felt a final bump, my vision shifted. I believe that my left eye shot up while my right eye plummeted down. They must have. It is the only explanation as to what I saw next.

In that turbulent panic, I saw the car and the road separate. The car was in the air and the road had plummeted down. It happened in a moment. But that moment was all I had. 

It was all I kept thinking about.

I wanted to make that sight, that premonition, that dream, my dream come true. I was focused on that car hurtling in the sky. Of course the car never hurtled through space and the man behind the wheel, Arthur Kovacs, visited me in the hospital. When I told him to recount the story of how he was on the road he said that he saw my plane falling and pulled over on the side of the road. I asked him if his car was equipped with motors propelling him above the clouds. He looked at me quizzically as if I were crazy and said no, the car was a loaner from his aunt. As far as he knew, he assured me, the car never left the ground. What if it could? I asked him. He looked at me blankly. I could tell he was uncomfortable.

The idea was seared into me as easily as those flames which branded me for life.

What if it could?

After all, it only cost me a plane.
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Part 1

Reincarnation
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Chapter 1

CALLING IN THE RECRUITS

––––––––
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No one could call one man’s baby ugly and get away with it. But that’s exactly what they had done. The men with deep pockets but nary a conscience to be found had tripped up his dream before it even had a chance to walk. What settled in his stomach was a familiar feeling; Grief. The kind of grief that brought generals to their knees and creative folk to the bottle. No other pain was more cutting than grief in a dreamer’s eyes. That’s exactly what Preston had been; a dreamer.

Preston Tucker was an American automobile entrepreneur. He spent his early years in Lincoln Park, Michigan. After he quit school he made his way as an office boy for the Cadillac Motor Company. When the enchantment of that dwindled, he lied about his age to join the police force. At 19 he was the youngest officer trained to drive those speedy police cruisers. Later, his mother spilled the beans and his career as a junior officer was over. But one main thread always existed in his life; his love and obsession with automobiles.

He married his wife Vera when he was just twenty years old,  produced a big family and worked at the Ford Motor Company and eventually went on to sell Studebakers. But his dream always followed him. He dreamed of inventing a better, faster, safer family car. Always with a pen and a napkin he would scribble designs and improve on them. He made his dream car sleek, modern, and with an air of sophistication. He traveled everywhere telling people about his dream car. When enough people were thirsting for the real thing, he gathered all the mechanics he knew to build a prototype. But all he could afford were parts from a junkyard. Still, the car was made and his dream was slowly but surely becoming a reality.

That is until the big three auto companies accused him of a conspiracy to defraud the American public with a faulty product with no desire to actually mass produce the car. But this came as a surprise to Tucker and his peers. He had already purchased a factory in Chicago. Had already produced fifty fresh-off-the-line in perfect working order flawless vehicles. Even so, he was indicted and a lengthy trial ensued brought on by the U. S. Securities and Exchange Commission. He was acquitted for lack of evidence by a star witness by the plaintiff but it was a hollow victory. The big three had apparently been dealt a victory by staining his name.

As their family shuffled out of the courthouse, they were greeted by admirers. Some shaking his hands emphatically, wondering if he had any plans to sell his fifty cars he had built already. As Tucker made hasty arrangements with his lawyer to talk about that very thing, two people stood out to him in a peculiar fashion. One was a man in a brown suit talking to a raven haired woman in a red polka dot dress. They were gesturing and pointing towards Tucker and then pointed at a few of the cars. They waved to him, as if they knew him. Then the fellow walked off and ditched himself in a phone booth while the lady stood leaned against one of his cars, smoking a cigarette. She stared at him with an intense gaze.

Tucker shook it off. He was being paranoid. To the big three, they wanted to paint him as a failure and a cheat.

But he would have none of it.

Not just after the trial.

Not in front of his kids.

That’s why, like any good father, he took all his little ones out for ice cream that very night. He enjoyed the children looking through the glass displays in the shop, eyeing their prospects. The poor soda jerk could hardly keep up. A barrage of finger pointing to each flavor ensued. Preston’s smile dipped just a little. He was reminded of the finger pointing that went on in that courtroom. Still, the smile began to rise again into his famous smirk. Even in a moment of thought his smile was just as buoyant as ever.

They drove back, licking their cones happily.

Everyone was laughing joyously as they rounded the corners.

Mary lee was not so easily swayed.

She sat between mother and father.

Looking up at her dad’s smiling face, she decided to use some will and ask him an honest question.

“Daddy,” Preston looked down at her. Her eyes were unnaturally weary. “Did we fail?”

Preston’s smile turned into a broad line as he returned his eyes back to the road. For a few moments he was unreadable. Mary Lee felt anxious all of a sudden.

“Mary?” Preston asked.

“Yes?”

“Give me your ice cream cone.”

Startled, she looked down at her cone. But it’s mine, she thought. Let him get his own cone. 

“Mary. I said give me your ice cream, please.”

Reluctantly, as the little ones hushed down in the backseat, they saw the little girl raise her vanilla cone, which was still dripping over her knuckles, straight up to her father’s face. Without looking he grabbed the cone with his right hand and thanked her stoically.

The next few minutes passed slowly.

The car went slower.

They all knew that their father was intentionally laying off of the gas for some reason. His hand was still poised with the cone held right next to his face. In their eyes they saw a fragile man liable to break. He did look peculiar, holding the cone that way. It reminded John of the statue of liberty. Shirley held her breath. Noble couldn’t think of anything.

As he drove, Preston slowly moved the cone to the front of his face.

Quickly he dabbed his nose in the huge mound of vanilla and brought it back. He shot a goofy look at Mary Lee as a curly-q tip of ice cream wrapped around his nose, resembling a piggy tail. “Since when does it fail to love ice cream?” he said.

The children roared with laughter then. They whooped, hollered, clapped and cheered. Then Mary Lee dabbed her nose in the ice cream and giggled. Then, by example, the rest of them did too.
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The children were put to bed and the father patted them and kissed them all goodnight. With tummies full of ice cream it pleased him deeply that his children were well fed and happy. That was more than any father could ever ask for in his eyes. A mother and father do not simply carry their children. It is their duty to raise them. Preston loved raising his children. Raising their hopes, raising their dreams, their expectations; every single facet of raising a person up, he cheered on.

Yet, as he put his wife to bed, enormously tired from the whole ordeal, he chose to have some quiet time in the kitchen.

With socks on he slowly navigated the toys spread out of the stairs and reached the ground floor. When he reached the doorframe of the kitchen he leaned his shoulder against it. Boy, did it feel good to lean on something. Something solid. Something that wouldn’t judge.

He turned his sights to the chair and followed through.

Gingerly, hands on knees, he leaned into the chair and sighed.

Preston loosened his tie.

It had been a long day.

Twenty-eight hours they had deliberated and found him not guilty. It was by all intents and purposes a victory. So why did he feel so low?

Without warning, the phone next to the lamp in the corner rang.

Quick as a flash he bolted up to get it. What kind of person would call him at this hour? His children were asleep and they needed no more reminders of the day.

He picked up the phone and, for some reason, ran his hand through his hair as if to straighten it. It was a habit. He knew he didn’t need to look good to sound good.

Preston lifted the receiver to his mouth and looked at his timepiece. It was 11:31 p.m. when he finally spoke.

“This is Preston.”

“Mr. Tucker,” a very authoritative voice soothed. “I felt compelled to call you. It was my duty to call you and you alone.”

“It’s very late. Who is this?”

“Well, hell, I’m sorry bout the hour but I needed to talk to you.”

“Sir, who are you?”

“I’ve had an epiphany, sonny. Don’t you understand? I can’t share this with anyone but you.”

“I’ve had a long day, sir. I don’t know who you are but I have no need for any investments at this time.”

“Tucker, this is Howard.”

Something rattled in Preston’s head. Now he knew who that voice was. But it couldn’t be. The man never called anyone, not even his own mother unless it was important or he had discovered something.

“Howard?”

“That’s right. Howard Hughes. Remember? The guy that put your bill on his tab?”

Howard Hughes, by all accounts, was a shrewd and eccentric businessman. His exploits were the stuff of legend. He was an oil man, pilot, engineer, philanthropist and film director all rolled into one. Some would report in his latter years that he had obsessive compulsive disorder. He dated Hollywood starlets and brought hell, fire and brimstone down on his enemies, leaving them sometimes in financial ruin. He was the owner of Hughes Aircraft Company when he designed and built the H-4 Hercules, sometimes referred to as the “Spruce Goose.” It was an air lift flying boat that cost 23 million to build and claimed to carry 150,000 pounds of war artillery. Many said it would not fly but on November 2nd, 1947 Hughes had flown it himself and proved them all wrong. Of course, it flew only once and the project was starting to fade, so Hughes took it upon himself to invest in young inventors, stretching his proverbial reach to always make his mark. One of his loans was made to Tucker after a chance meeting at a cocktail party. The two had hit it off immediately but were so caught up in their own projects they had never made time to catch up. Until Tucker finally received that fateful ring on his home telephone.

“Um, I, of course. Of course, Mr. Hughes. What...what can I do for you?”

“Tucker, you need to join me for dinner. A car will pick you up shortly. The driver’s name is Thomas. I don’t trust his politics but I trust his driving. He’ll bring you here.”

“What? Mr. Hughes. It’s very late. I just got home from a long day. The kids are up in bed and I was just about to lay down myself.”

“I see,” there was a crackling over the line, the man’s Texas twang to his voice deepening. Tucker heard a door shut quietly on the other end of the line. “Tucker. I know when you’re not being honest with me. One of the reasons why I like you. You can’t lie well. You’re miserable at it.” Howard chuckled. “Why I know you as well as the scars on my face. You’re in that suit shirt and slacks with your rumpled striped tie still. You’re certainly not in your jammies. If I were you I would not be answering telephone calls. I’d sooner unplug the phone.”

Preston was speechless.

“Are you watching me, Mr. Hughes?”

“Ha!” he roared. Preston heard Hughes slapping a table. “I was right, was I?”

“I mean it.”

“No, Tucker. I don’t have spies like some people like to think so. But I have no doubt that people will have a very keen eye on you in the coming weeks. That is why I need an audience with you right this moment.”

“Howard, I just do not...”

“Save the donuts for later.”

“What?”

“Listen, Tucker. I helped you along and they smacked you down. I have tried to get ahead and they have been busy trying to smack me down. Personally I am tired of it. How bout you?”

Preston stood still for a while. Out the window, through the blinds he saw a black car pulling into the driveway.

“What are you proposing?”

Hughes sighed. “Tucker, you know better. Tell me. What does God have, the angels need and man wants?”

Chapter 2

DINNER WITH A DEAF MAN

––––––––
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Preston pulled his chair up quietly as he sat across from the man himself. Howard R. Hughes. He was a foreboding man with an impeccably lint-free brown suit. He brandished a cane for his leg. His eyes were beady and piercing, his entire face, puzzling as it was, was grim except for his smirk. When they shook hands, before they sat down at the table set for them, Preston found himself staring at Hughes’ thin dark mustache. He thought he saw a scar just peeking out under the man’s nose.

He wasn’t a normal man. Preston knew that from experience. When Preston needed a loan for the production of his cars, Hughes was on board. Then he wasn’t. Then he was. Then he was indifferent. Soon, he came to accept the proposal and did make good on his promise. This abnormal man, as his competitors stressed, “Often changes his mind.”

After all, these were not normal conditions for a business meeting, if that was in fact the purpose of this rendezvous. Preston, the minute he stepped foot in the car he had to agree to a blind fold which he initially laughed at. A few moments passed and when Preston found that his driver was not joking, he reluctantly put it on.

The man drove for hours.

When Preston was finally guided out of the car and the blindfold was removed, the driver returned to his door and sat inside the car. Preston took in the vast space. It was a hanger. Two small planes were inside and in between the two planes was a set table for two. The giant doors to the hanger brandished the words HANGER 18, whatever that meant. Preston didn’t trust it that much. 

He glanced at his watch.

It was 2:30 in the morning.

When he looked up from his time piece he saw Howard entering from a side office, coming up to the table. Preston thought it proper to meet him there for a shake.

While they shook, another man came out of the office. A man with curly auburn hair and rounded spectacles, the kind that hooked over the ears. He was wearing a navy blue suit, looking very tired, carrying several files in his hand. The man was closing the gap between them as Hughes gestured Preston over to take a seat. When they sat, the chairs squeaked. Preston marveled at this. They were brand new chairs, he thought. Does this man not trust anything old?

The table already had two serving dishes which were opened by the man to Hughes’ left. He placed the tops on the ground behind Hughes as his boss continued to stare at Preston with that wistful smile.

In front of Hughes was a steak with peas that were separated by at least a finger width. He had a tall glass of orange juice to his right and to the left of his plate along with the fork and knife was a small ruler.

The exact same steak was in front of Preston only he had mashed potatoes instead of peas.

Hughes gestured for Preston that he could, what he called, “Indulge.” Preston thanked him and put his serviette over his lap. A sharp crack of thunder jostled Preston as he heard rain start to pitter-pat against the roof of the hanger.

Hughes began measuring the amount of orange juice in his glass. He stared at it for a time. Then, displeased, he set the ruler down and grudgingly sipped the orange juice.

“They can never get it right,” Hughes muttered.

“Pardon?”

“This stuff saved my life you know. When I was laid up in the hospital bed, thinking for a time, I had fresh squeezed oranges daily. They rejuvenated me. Added a bit of vigor to me.”

“Oh, well, I suppose that’s good.”

“How’s the steak, son?”

“It’s...it’s perfect.”

“No one makes steaks like Alberto.”

After a bit of chewing, Preston spoke up. “Look, Howard, as much as I like explaining to my wife that I need to meet a billionaire in the early hours of the morning, I have to ask where this is going. Why am I here? Why did you call me?”

Hughes continued chewing, not taking his focus off of the steak. Preston frowned. He tried to be polite about the ordeal. Was Hughes not taking him seriously? “Howard, not to belabor the point but I’m a family man. My kids like to wake up with their father at breakfast. Mary Lee will get worried.”

Still, Hughes continued chewing, now guiding his fork over to the peas and gobbling them one by one. But the man did it in a very concentrated pattern. With two rows of peas for the taking, he consumed the first row from left to right then the second row right to left.

Preston was not one to have his temper raised so easily but he smiled wide out of frustration and tapped his fingers on the table. Until now, he was speaking in hushed tones. It could be that his host would not honor any man recognition unless they were firm with their points. Alright, Preston decided. I’ll be firm.

Preston slapped the table once. This jostled Hughes slightly and he gave him a fierce look. “Howard. Why have you brought me here? Is it about the money? Do you want it back because I give you my word that every penny will go to-”

Howard waved his sentence off then put down his utensils. “Son, this isn’t a broad stroke deal. I want to add business...not take away from it.”

“What kind of business did you have in mind?”

“A lucrative one.”

“Lucrative?”

“I don’t say that word often.”

“I don’t hear that word often.”

“So we have here two men,” Howard raised two fingers spread apart in the air, “Two men with one titan of a problem. Do you know what that problem might be? Before you answer, let me educate you. The innovation of the future is as juicy and as promising as these steaks before us. This is a race. The two dreamers on one side...everybody else on the other. You know what I’ve found? The competitors are hungrier than we are.”

Preston nodded.

That’s about all he could do.

“If I’ve whetted your appetite, than something tells me you had that hunger but lost it. As soon as that gavel came down you won and you lost simultaneously. What a vexing conundrum, wouldn’t you say?”

“It is.”

“And I say it’s a load of bull dung! I’ve followed this thing from the beginning and the more I read, the more I began smelling the stink of the words on the paper. Failure is not an option. As a fellow man, I want you to continue the fight.”

“Fight? I wasn’t aware of a war.”

Hughes smiled a bit. “So you never came that far out of the clouds? Still up there, eh? Still dreaming.”

“I don’t follow, I’m afraid.”

“Son, you’re still dreaming high but thinking with low standards. I’ve seen your designs for the Tucker 48 Car. Fluid blueprints. Very fluid. But you are missing something.”

“What could that be, Mr. Hughes?”

The smile returned, “Drive.”

Preston shook the comment off, wiping at his mouth now with the handkerchief. “I am about ready to go home now.”

“Please, Tucker, I merely am showing you a different side of yourself. One you keep denying.”

“Well, shucks. I’m relieved. I really am. For a moment I thought this was all about a wealthy fat cat playing with a beaten down mouse while his goon watches for his own amusement!”

Preston could not control the rise in his voice. It just came out that way. Hughes was not fazed. He just shook his head in a fatherly way.

“That is not my intention. Do you understand what I’m talking about? I made it my business to fund you and I made that bet and I expected a return. Because I’m not the type of man to bury his own good deeds, I intend to make that bet again with you.”

“On what?”

“On a new car.”

“What new car?”

“An aerodynamic, reengineered family traveler. An automobile that will cut the skies like butter and still have a soft landing in her. I’m talking about the world’s first flying car.”

Preston was stunned. He stood and placed his hands on the table. “Beg your pardon, partner. But you seemed to be the one in the clouds. This is a mockery.”

“No, it’s imaginary. But it could become reality. With your help, of course.”

“You’re on the level.”

“Since birth.”

“I don’t see a way that we could-”

Once again, Hughes cut him off at the quick. “I have all the necessary licenses, patents and designs. Unlike you, my friends are not my family. I’ve made long distance relationships with some well-informed people. There’s nowhere across this nation that my hand can’t reach.”

“Where, may I ask, do you come to be in possession of these papers?”

“I have a room in the pentegon.”

“What does that mean?”

“The room is where I get my iron information. That’s all you need to worry about.”

Preston very much doubted that. “How will we raise the money for this kind of project?”

“Noah can do it,” Hughes gestured to the man standing beside him with his thumb. In the heat of the moment, Preston almost had forgotten he was even there. “He’s a good man.”

The man named Noah gave an uncomfortable look but nodded in agreement all the same. Nobody argued with a billionaire. Especially one so rare or demanding.

Preston slowly lowered himself back into his seat as Hughes conditioned with his vision. “I often ask myself why God chose to put me here. Then I look outside. Zeus gave strength to his son Hercules then sent him down to earth. But he didn’t send him alone. He fashioned a Pegasus so that his son could make the journey. Now, look, Tucker, I don’t want to go on and on because I’m sure we’ll have lots of details to cover and we cannot do it all in one night. But I will say this; my dime is the same as my word. Once it’s invested there is no going back. I want your business to be my business and I want it to thrive. If you go back home, continue on with your life, what will you have? Pending lawsuits and only fifty one cars to show for it. That is not a car maker. That, my friend is an antiques dealer. Your customers will become collectors and with only fifty one cars in stock I see no reason that they won’t erode after twenty maybe thirty years.”

“I still have my family,” Preston murmured.

“Which will be broken by the weight of your debts. Is that really the future you had in mind for them?”

It was a low blow but a very stern point. Preston couldn’t keep this game up forever. In the beginning, all he wanted to do was be an automaker. Now he was on the brink of owing huge deficits of trust. He was about to have nothing. His legacy would be erased. It was a pivotal choice. One he did not take lightly. On the other hand, Hughes could see that Preston was...what did he say? Hungry?...for a new opportunity. It wouldn’t hurt to hear him out.

“I have to be back by six,” Preston said.

“That can be arranged.”

After that, they continued to eat. Hughes’ focus, once again was on his steak as he diced it into small pieces and shoved each tender morsel into his mouth.

Deflated but hopeful, Preston ate some more, wondering if he had made the right decision.

“Could you pass the salt please?” Preston whispered.

Hughes did not move.

“Howard can I please have the salt?”

Hughes did not budge.

“Howard, the salt?”

Hughes never took his eyes off of the steak.

“Howard! The salt!”

Frazzled, Hughes looked up. “My God, man! No need to shout!”

“Sorry,” Preston resigned.

Hughes passed the salt and continued to work on his steak.

Chapter 3

THE PRINCE AND THE PAUPER

––––––––
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When Preston finally arrived at his home in Michigan, the time was 6:55 in the morning. The sky was still a bright lavender. The car took off; he took off the blindfold and ditched the material in his pocket.

Already he could hear someone rummaging around in the kitchen. He hoped the children were not up yet. He was very tired, more tired in his life than he had ever been. Having kids was one thing; a constant joy as far as he was concerned. But talking to Howard, that was something else entirely. The man, once he got going, could not stop talking. At a fast clip he outlined every detail to the letter of the production of the new automobile. Every piece of equipment they would need would be shipped to Hanger 18, Howard assured him. “Just say the word and I’ll make a phone call and you can expect whatever your fancy in the Hangar within the week.”

That was all fine and well, to know that he had the resources. But Howard talked at length about how excited he was for the project as if he had been planning this moment since birth.

Tiredly, Preston straightened his tie and put his key into the lock.

The door didn’t make much noise and that he was thankful for.

He placed his hat on the rack next to the vanity mirror next to the door; put his keys in the dish just under it as well as his wallet. He hung up his coat and rubbed at his eyes which were burning whenever he felt drowsy. When he blinked himself awake, heading toward the kitchen, he found his wife, Vera, in her bathrobe, sipping coffee. A mug was already at the table where he would usually sit across from her.

He
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