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Prologue

_________
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Hi, this is Annie again.  Well, you know how Book 13 ended.  That question hanging in the air!  This book starts the next morning, April 12th.  Steve has to report back to the Army base in Georgia April 27th.  That leaves Steve about two weeks in Berkinsville.  Listening while Diane describes this time, you can just sense the tension that existed back then.  Tension and excitement!  Sort things out and build a foundation for their relationship, that was their goal.  And they had found the perfect place to hang out, the Berkinsville glider airport restaurant.

One of Diane’s goals was to acquaint Steve with her desire to do what is now called Hospice Care.  Back then it was called Palliative Care.  And that is what gives us the title to this book:  Dr Wells.  But I’m getting ahead of the story.  There are surprises, and missteps, before we get to that.  Diane still has to perfect her art of dating!  

This is such fun!  —  Annie

Oh, STOP IT!  —  Let’s get on with my romance!  —  Diane
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Chapter One

Wednesday, April 12, 1967


[image: image]


Diane lay in bed mulling over what her father had said about the effect of marriage on their financial plan.  It was humorous.  They would in effect owe the loan to themselves, pay the bank for managing it, and then pay taxes on the proceeds of loaning money to themselves.  The obvious thing to do business-wise, would be to pay off the existing part of the loan and terminate the contract.  She and Steve could make whatever arrangement they wanted within the marriage with their community property.  Or there was the ugly idea of a marriage contract, a 'prenup', to keep her money under her control.  They could work out whatever arrangement to fund Steve with her in full control of her money.  She didn't like any of it.  It would be so much simpler to just dump some of her savings into Steve's bank account.

––––––––
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Steve sat at the breakfast table mulling over what his father had said about the effect of their marriage on the financial plan.  The effect was both humorous and ridiculous.  For a fleeting moment, logic suggested he might be better off finding a girl closer to his own station in life.  He wasn't going to even consider that!  —  He remembered what his father had said after his mother had left the room.  'Son, I'm going to suggest something I've learned about dealing with women.  When you convince a woman to do something she doesn't want to do, it starts a process of irritating little problems that never end.  My suggestion to you is, figure out how Diane wants to handle this, suck up your pride, and do it her way.  You'll come out miles ahead in the long run.'  His father had left the room.

––––––––
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Later at the breakfast table, Diane discussed the financial plan with her mother.  Her mother studiously avoided anything other than the facts.  When they were finished her mother said, "Let me tell you what my experience has been in dealing with men.  The man has to lead.  Your job is to make clear to him where you want to go so he can lead you there."

Diane, "But what if I want to be his helpmate to help him achieve all he can achieve?"

Mrs. Williams, "Your job is to make clear to him where you want to go so he can lead you there."

Diane was thoughtful.  "I don't know what we're doing today.  I'm waiting for him to mull over last night's meeting and call me."

Mrs. Williams, "What did he say about it last night?"

Diane, "Just that he had mixed feelings and wanted to think about it.”

Mrs. Williams, "Your job is to make clear to him where you want to go so he can lead you there."

Diane, "YES, MOM!  I’VE GOT IT!"  They both laughed.

Mrs. Williams, "What you said last night about understanding relationships, you gave me a new perspective on where you are.  I do believe you have a mature understanding about building a relationship with Steve.  It's been the flighty schoolgirl schizo nervousness that threw me off."

Diane laughed.  "Thanks, Mom!"

Mrs. Williams was thoughtful.  "That was quite a speech you made before you left.  You ARE a full adult, Diane.  You are managing a demanding job, traveling on your own, dealing with all kinds of life's little problems while away from your family and your hometown friends.  You have the adult thing down pat.  But now your inner child has suddenly begun to act like a teenager.  You're falling in love for the first time.  Allow yourself that growing-up time.  You can always call up your adult if things start to get out of hand."

Diane studied her mother.  "It feels like I'm doing it in a kind of a backward way."

Mrs. Williams, "No matter how you do it, I think it always feels backward and upside down at times."

Diane, "This feels like an adult mother-daughter conversation.  Why haven't we done this before?"

Mrs. Williams looked down at the table.  "You had a much better rapport with your father—I didn't trust myself to try it—I was afraid it would go badly and I wouldn't know how to fix it.  That speech you made last night about Janet ...  I realized you were right.  You probably know more about dealing with relationship problems than I do.  I realized I could trust you if something needed fixing—there’s more to life than trying to keep a daughter from raiding the fridge with her friend!"

Diane, "Since we're having this adult conversation, what do you think of Steve?"

Mrs. Williams, "I think he's perfect for you.  Sharing grand-parenting with the Doyles would be perfect."

Diane, "And Dad, what does he think?"

Mrs. Williams, "He doesn't say much.  I think every father feels a twinge when his daughter focuses on another man.  I think he worries much more about you traveling alone—you should ask him."

Diane, "That grand-parenting thing—could we just keep that out of general conversations?"

Mrs. Williams laughed and got up from the table.  Diane smiled.  Steve had given her another blossoming, adult conversation with her mother.

––––––––
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At the Doyles’, Steve picked up the phone and called Pastor Hodge's number.  His wife answered.  Steve said, "Do you think the pastor would have time to discuss something with me sometime today?"

Mrs. Hodge, "Just a moment, Steve, I'll see."  Steve could hear muffled conversation in the background.  She said, "How about after lunch, about 1:30?"

Steve told her that would work fine and they hung up.  He dialed the Williams’ home.  Diane answered.  Steve said, "Time with you, please?"

Diane with a warm smile in her voice, "Of course, what do you have in mind?"

Steve, "How about exercises in your basement then an early lunch.  I have something I need to do after lunch for awhile.  Then we could visit our favorite airfield."

Diane, "Sounds almost perfect."

Steve, "Almost?"

Diane, "You didn't invite me to the something you need to do."

Steve, "I've been told to keep things just a little mysterious so you don't become bored and lose interest."

Diane, "I'll have to think up something mysterious to do during that time."

Steve laughed.  "I'll change into sweats and hike right over."

Diane said with enthusiasm, "Great!"  They hung up.  Diane thought, and I'll change into a pair of those white shorts and the tight tee-shirt so he doesn't get bored.

––––––––
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At 1:30 Steve rang the bell and Pastor Hodge let him in.  "Please, come on into my office."  He led Steve down the hall.  "Is this an official visit to the pastor or an I just need to talk, visit?"

Steve, "I only want to talk."  Pastor Hodge indicated the sofa and took a seat across the room in a chair.  The pastor waited for Steve to speak.  After a few moments, Steve had collected his thoughts and said, "Diane and I are considering going to college together after New Year’s.  We haven't discussed any personal arrangements other than we want to do it together.  The personal arrangement is kind of assumed long term but not formally discussed."

Mark, "You were sitting by her father Sunday morning.  I think your intentions are rather clear."

Steve, "There is so little time before I have to report back for my last four months of service.  That makes it awkward to—get our ducks in a row so to speak.  We're both thinking along the same lines.  It's just awkward to deal with everything so quickly.  The awkward point I want to discuss is how Diane and I fund our college years.  I will have the GI bill and what I've saved during my military tour.  My father would gladly help but I'm sure you know the heavy load he's carrying with some of our family residing in nursing homes.  I don't want to add to that load.  I pictured I would work part-time to supplement my savings and the GI bill."

Mark, "Many people have done that successfully."

Steve, "Diane and her father have approached me and my parents with a proposition.  I think you know Diane's modeling has allowed her to put away a lot of savings.  We pictured ourselves going through college with me skimping along working and studying while she’s able to coast financially.  She suggests that would cause her to be annoyed that I have so little time for her.  If I propose to her, there is the question of whether I'm looking for a free ride through college."

Mark, "Are you?"

Steve was taken aback, "Up until Diane and I—found ourselves attracted to each other, I pictured myself as the noble warrior working myself through college.  And Diane has pictured herself as enjoying being fully funded so as to enjoy the freedom and fun of college life—both plans work individually.  But she doesn't like my plan if we are pursuing a relationship on whatever level."

Mark, "The question was are you looking for a free ride through college?"

Steve struggled for the right words.  "I want Diane, not her money.  But to get there it would sure help to be fully funded so we could enjoy the freedom and challenges of college life together."

Mark, "You wouldn't take the money without Diane to go with it."

Steve laughed.  "That’s a lot easier to answer.  I want Diane.  I want the money part worked out so she's happy about it."

Mark, "But you're uncomfortable with it."

Steve, "The man is supposed to be the provider.  If our positions were reversed I would gladly fund her college education and feel like more of a man for doing it."

Mark, "So you feel less a man if she funds your education.  Just what is she proposing?  If you're free to describe that."

Steve, "They want to set up an educational loan fund.  They would loan money to deserving students for their college education.  When the students graduate they would pay back the loan with interest—they propose I be a test loanee.  I suspect I may be the only one to ever participate in this program.  They want to run the program through the bank.  Diane would deposit her funds with the bank for the expressed purpose of running the program.  Then the bank would loan me the money."

Mark smiled.  "Mr. Williams is clever with financial arrangements."

Steve, "Diane says her father assures her she would make money on the deal."

Mark smiled more, "So, do you have a problem with that?"

Steve, "If I marry her, it all becomes community property.  We would own both ends of the loan.  We would owe the money to ourselves with interest."

Mark laughed.  "What's wrong with that?"

Steve, "It introduces a motivation to marry her to clear the loan obligation."

Mark, "Are we back to you not wanting the money unless you get Diane?  Or some variation of that."

Steve, "It's all a clever way for her to hand me the money."

Mark, "Which makes you feel less a man."

Steve, "It doesn't feel right.  I would be embarrassed to have anyone learn of the arrangement.  And going through the bank in this town, everyone would know."

Mark, "Do you have any other objection about this arrangement?"

Steve thought about it.  "None other than what I've mentioned.  It puts a question mark on my motivations."

Mark, "Do you have any questions about it?"

Steve, "No just ...  I think I would feel a little guilty about it."

Mark, "Let me ask you this: do you think, given our other discussions, you are carrying out the will of God in getting this college education?"

Steve thought about it.  "If I'm to be a warrior available in God's service I feel it's necessary."

Mark studied Steve until he had Steve's full attention.  "If an angel of the Lord appeared before you stating, 'The Lord has directed me to enter $25,000 into your checking account to fund your college education.  He has directed me to replenish it as necessary.' Then the angel asks, 'Do you accept the money?'  Would that make you feel less a man?  Would you accept the money?"

Steve thought about it.  "From an angel of the Lord?  I would be afraid not to!  But we both know the Lord doesn't work that way."

Mark leaned forward focusing on Steve’s eyes.  He said more firmly than Steve had ever heard from him, "Good!  Then you get my point!"

Steve was stunned.  God didn't work that way.  He didn't send angels.  But THE MATTER WAS BEING TAKEN CARE OF!  Steve felt emotion swell within him.  He sat back against the sofa.  He didn't want to cry.

Mark sat back and asked softly, "What have been the most significant events in your life?"

Steve fought back his emotion and refocused.  "My parents, of course.  They were great, giving me freedom and support  —  and strong discipline where needed.  Tolerating my shyness."

Mark, "What else?"

Steve, "School, the schools are very good here.  I appreciate that much more after hearing from guys who went to schools in the big cities."

Mark, "What else?"

Steve thought about it, resisted, then said, "Janet Berkins.  She's had more to do with me being the person I am than any other factor.  Diane says Janet made me her project."

Mark, "What else?"

Steve, "Accepting Christ and being in the church."

Mark, "What else?"

Steve, "The military and my experiences in Asia."

Mark, "Is there more?"

Steve, "Diane.  Her interest in me has changed my life."

Mark, "Anything else?"

Steve, "My recent discussions with you."

Mark, "Which brings us back here—what do you imagine you would have become without Janet's influence?  A professional baseball player?"

Steve laughed.  "I wasn't anywhere near that good.  I admit to being interested, and started reading about the coaches who search out young players.  If you took all the best players from each high school in the state and gave them tryouts, only two or three would even be considered.  Even if you were talented  —  and I was limited  —  your chance of getting beyond a farm club was almost nil.  I chose afternoons with Janet over high school baseball."

Mark, "Where would you picture yourself without Janet?"

Steve, "I would never have volunteered for the special military unit.  Coming home from a normal peacetime enlistment ...  I don't know.  College probably and some normal career.  Nothing very special."

Mark, "Diane carried a bit of a crush on you during high school.  Could you have imagined the special attraction for each other you now have?"

Steve thought about it.  "I wouldn't have been man enough to look her in the eye.  I don't know if you've ever stood face to face with a man who wants to kill you, and might be able to do it.  It hardens you in a way I wouldn't know how to describe.  It causes connections to form inside you that go around all kinds of nonsense.  It's almost like you become more real by a factor of five!  When Diane gives me that searching look, like a beautiful goddess, I feel myself become more real like that.  And somehow she senses that strength.  Without Janet and the special military unit, that strength wouldn’t be there.  I’d be the shy guy who couldn't stand up to her."

Mark waited awhile for Steve to absorb the discussion.  "Diane not only has a special beauty, but a demeanor so sincere it makes most men uneasy.  Why do you think God gave her such a special beauty and demeanor?"

Steve, "I think you must know  —  in many ways it has  —  unlike Janet's beauty  —  been difficult for her to ...  It has caused her social difficulties  —  women want to be beautiful or at least attractive.  I doubt many would want to live with what Diane has experienced."

Mark, "We've discussed that.  It's been a special kind of loneliness.  And that makes your relationship with her so much more important."

Steve, "I'm coming to understand and treasure that."

Mark asked gently, "Why do you think God gave her such a special beauty and demeanor?  And the ability to earn a special model's pay."

Steve thought about it.  He didn't want to go back to, 'God doesn't do things that way.'

Mark, "You know how rare it is to find a major league ballplayer.  How rare do you think it is to find a model like Diane?"

Steve, "I hope you're not suggesting this is all some grand plan."

Mark smiled, knowing he'd made his point.  "Why were you the one to survive that attack and get the special recognition?"

Steve shook his head ‘no’.  Mark sat back and took a deep breath.  Steve didn't want to go where his heart was taking him.  He thought of the men of his platoon and their ‘goodbye’ in his dream.  A pervasive sadness was flooding his consciousness.  If what Mark was suggesting was true, so many had paid such a high price to bring him to this place in life.

Mark, "It's natural to grieve, Steve.  It's a healthy thing."  Steve dissolved into tears.  It was so hard to release control and that made the whole thing more painful.  Mark came across and sat on the sofa beside him.  Slowly he put his arms around Steve.  Steve felt safe to release uncontrolled tears.  Mark held him like an oversized child and let him cry it out.  After awhile, Mark sensed adult Steve was ready to return.  Mark got up and resumed his place across the room.

When Steve had regained his composure he said, "I don't know what to say."

Mark, "You don't need to say anything."  When Steve was able to look at him again, Mark said, "Of course, all the things that brought you to this point in your life could be happenstance and coincidence."

Steve studied him, feeling exasperated.  "Pastor Hodge, there's no going back and you know it!"

Mark smiled.  "Please, call me Mark.  Pastor Hodge is the man who preaches in the church Sunday mornings."  He watched Steve ponder all they had explored.  "So, what about that educational loan thing?"

Steve, "Pastor Mark, you have humbled me in more ways than I ever thought possible.  I think only a prideful man could turn it down."

Mark, "I suggest you talk it out with Diane—to be sure she fully understands your feelings about it.  Have you considered she might have feelings people will think she's buying the man she wants?"

Steve was surprised.  “She actually mentioned her concerns about that—financial matters certainly complicate a romance.”

Pastor Hodge, “And destroy some—even marriages.”

Steve was thoughtful.  “If nothing else, I have come to appreciate we must resolve this fully.”

Pastor Hodge, “And how do you do that?”

Steve, “By talking it out and prayer.”

Pastor Hodge studied him. “How else can I be of help to you?”

Steve laughed and Mark joined him.  “Nothing for now.  I have to go talk with a girl and pray.”

Mark, “You make my part easy.”

Steve rose to leave.  “Thank you, I find it difficult to find words to properly express my appreciation.”

Mark, “That thought is more than enough.”  Mark walked him to the door.

Steve drove to the library and called Diane from the phone in the crossover.  “Ready to go to the airport?”

Diane, “Waiting by the door!”

––––––––
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When they arrived at the Airport Restaurant, Joe set them up with drinks and snacks at their favorite picnic table.  Diane said, “You’ve been quiet the whole way.  Did your mysterious adventure leave you speechless?”

Steve, “It humbled me in more ways than I ever thought possible.”

Diane, “You went to see Pastor Hodge, didn’t you?”

Steve, “Why do you think that?”

Diane, “Because only God could humble you in that way.  And we both know who speaks for Him here!”

Steve studied her.  “Your caring for me humbles me almost that much.”

Diane, “I am the way God made me.  I can take no credit for that.”  She watched emotions play out on Steve’s face.  “Give God the credit.”

Steve, “Giving God the credit for things I can barely comprehend and hardly accept is what humbles me.”

Diane, “Pastor Hodge suggested you should?”

Steve, “He has a way of making things obvious, then leaves it to you.”

Diane, “I’ve had my moments with Pastor Hodge.  I’ve found, given enough patience, his suggestions pay off.”

Steve, “We don’t have time for great patience.”

Diane, “Maybe we should resolve things on faith.”

Steve thought about it.  “I’m willing to do that if you are.”

Diane, “If the issue is college funding, I am.”

Steve, “The good pastor also suggested prayer.”

Diane, “Personal or together, I’m more than willing to do that.”

Steve, “I’m willing to state on faith that we will resolve the college funding issues to your satisfaction.”

Diane, “I also state that we, on faith  —  we will resolve the college funding issues to OUR satisfaction.”

Steve took her hand in his and said softly, “Dear Lord, we declare that we will resolve our college funding problem.  Please help us to resolve our feelings on this matter to Your satisfaction.”

Diane, “A good start.  Dear Lord, we have the financial resources to resolve this problem.  Please give us the emotional resources to resolve this issue to Your satisfaction.”

Steve, “Amen.  How about we allow those prayers time to work and go on to other things?”

Diane, “Agreed—what other things?”

Steve, “We could just sit here.”

Diane, “We could intersperse that with other things.”

Steve, “Interspersion is good, I think?”

Diane laughed.  “It’s ‘John speak’!  He intersperses things—we could alternate sitting here with doing other things.”

Steve laughed, “What do you suggest?”

Diane, “Let’s learn something together.  Something neither of us knows how to do.”

Steve thought about it. “Where would we do it?”

Diane, “Anywhere within driving distance.”

Steve, “It should be something we can learn in a day or two.  Not like learning to play the piano.”

Diane, “You already know how to dance.”

Steve, “I’m very rusty.  We could learn a new dance together.”

Diane, “That would require an instructor and one-hour lessons.”

Steve, “And a lot of driving for one hour of fun.”

Diane, “We did a shoot at a bowling alley.  It looked like fun.  They didn’t let us roll the balls.”

Steve, “What if it makes one of your arms longer than the other?  Would you get in trouble with the agency?”

Diane, “I could alternate; right arm, left arm, right arm, left arm.”

Steve laughed.  “I’ve never bowled.  I watched once, from the bar, to pass the time.  I know how to do that.”

Diane, “They surely have a bowling alley open in the daytime in the city.”

Steve, “If I remember correctly, they run structured leagues in the evenings.”

Diane, “Seriously, I would want some instruction from a lady bowler.  I could get in trouble if I got hurt.”

Steve, “Not only that, getting hurt would hurt!”

Diane, “Any other ideas.”

Steve, “We could get Sam to teach us how to cook at The Gossip.”

Diane grinned.  “Been there, done that, with Janet.”

They sat thinking for awhile.

Steve, “I like bowling.  Why don’t we find a telephone directory for the city and call some bowling alleys for tomorrow?”

Diane, “I accept.”  Joe came out to check on their setup.  “Hey Joe, you ever bowled?”

Joe, “No, ma’am.  Never tried it.”

Steve, “I think we’ll go to the city tomorrow to see if we can learn how to do it.”

Joe, “Maybe I’ll close down tomorrow and take a day off.  I’ve been planning to do that.  Got a few things to take care of.”

Steve, “Figure our tab after dinner and we’ll settle up before we leave.”

Joe laughed, “From what I hear, bowling isn’t all that dangerous.”

Diane, “If you’ve never bowled, how would you know?”

Joe laughed, “Good point!”

––––––––
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Above, and a little to the north at 7,500 feet, in a small single-engine plane, Janice said over the engine noise, “These mountains are all forest as far ahead as I can see.”

Jim, “You don’t sound nervous about it anymore.”

Janice, “You’ve run so many drills on me I know you can handle anything.  But this plane still seems so small and fragile.”

Jim, “It is small and fragile.  But it’s plenty strong to do what it was designed to do.  Especially if you’re careful not to insult it.  Soon, now that you’ve become comfortable flying, I want you to start taking lessons.  It’s an added safety factor in case I’m disabled with hiccups or ...”  Unexpected turbulence bounced them about, then became less severe.  “We just started over the taller mountains.”

Janice, “They should put up one of those ‘Bump’ signs like they have on highways!”

Jim became alert and reached to the panel and thumped the oil gauge with his finger.  Janice sensed his alertness.  Jim keyed his headset radio mike.  “Center, this is single-engine Comanche 22 Romeo.  I have an instrument indication of a serious engine problem.”

Flight Control Center, “Roger 22 Romeo.  Squawk 7 7 0 0.  What is your altitude?”

Jim, “22 Romeo squawking 7 7 0 0 starting to descend from 7 thousand 5 hundred.  I’m showing no oil pressure and reducing power to idle.  I’m declaring an emergency and requesting clearance to descend to the nearest airport.  I’ll have better field choices doing a 180 back south.”

Center, “37 Oscar, turn to course 3 2 0 and climb to 8,000.  Be alert for a single-engine Comanche descending to your east.”

Radio, “37 Oscar turning 3 2 0 and climbing to 8,000.”  Janice smiled thinking, ‘here we go again.’

Center, “79 Victor turn to course 2 3 0 and maintain current altitude.”

Radio, “79 Victor going to course 2 3 0, maintaining altitude.”

Center, “22 Romeo.  You are cleared to descend on course 180.  Suggest you consider Paramount City.”

Jim was rocking the wings and doing shallow S turns on course 180.  “Don’t have enough range for that.  What about Lake Charlotte?  Looks good on the chart but I can’t see it.”

Center, “Standby—they’re showing closed.”  Jim managed his descent and studied his chart.  Janice dug through his folder for charts in that area as he had trained her to do.

Center, “Lake Charlotte is totally closed.  We called and they have paving equipment on the runway.  What is your altitude and status, 22 Romeo?”

Jim, “7 thousand with engine running at idle.  Temperature Normal.  My chart shows a glider port at Berkinsville—Unicom only.”

Center, “We show it operational and Unicom only.  You might give them a shout and ask their status.  Keep us informed, 22 Romeo.”  Janice tightened her seatbelt and thought ‘glider port!’  This should be fun!

On the porch of the airport restaurant, the speakers came alive.  “Berkinsville Glider port, this is single-engine Comanche 22 Romeo.  What is your status?”

Joe walked out the door to the screened patio and keyed his mike. “22 Romeo, this Berkinsville Glider port Restaurant.  I’ve heard no activity on the Unicom frequency.  Anyone in the area please sing out.”

There was silence.  Joe said, “I can see no activity on the field.  What are your intentions?”

Unicom, “I’m descending from 7000 feet with zero oil pressure in a declared emergency.  You seem to be my only choice.  My map shows a runway 10 by 28 on the south side of a river but I can’t see the field.”

Joe keyed his mike.  “ATTENTION IN THE hangarS!  I NEED A PILOT ON THE UNICOM FREQUENCY NOW!”

Another voice came over the speaker.  “I heard your situation 22 Romeo.  We are south-southwest of Lake Charlotte.  From Lake Charlotte, a river runs south.  Where the river turns east there’s a highway bridge west of the field.  Look for a grass field in the valley on the south side of the river.  East of the field the river does a 180.  We have an orange windsock mid-runway next to the river.

Unicom, “I see Lake Charlotte  —  and the river  —and the bridge.  And the runway if it looks like a cow pasture.  I see the orange speck of a windsock.  Can you give me winds and barometer?”

Unicom.  “Winds are variable to nil.  Suggest you approach following the river from Lake Charlotte.  Beware of turbulence as you drop into the valley.  The wind can be rolling pretty good as you drop in.”  He gave him the airport altitude and barometer reading.

Unicom, “22 Romeo intends to approach Berkinsville Glider port from Lake Charlotte in a declared emergency with no engine oil pressure.  I’m going to work on getting my altitude right for the approach.”

Steve, Diane, and Joe walked out to stand in front of the screened patio.  Steve asked Joe, “What do think, Joe?”

Joe, “I hope he’s a damned good pilot.  It’s going to be really tricky getting in here with no power.”

Diane, “Didn’t he say the engine was still running?”

Joe, “He may not be able to keep it running long with no oil pressure.”

They shuffled back and forth looking toward the ridge above the highway bridge.

The radio sounded through the screen of the patio, “22 Romeo entering the valley on approach to Berkinsville runway 2 8.”

Radio, “I suggest you clear the crest left of the bridge by at least a hundred feet.”

There was a period of tense silence.

Radio, “I’ll be fifty feet over the bridge.” 

Radio, “You might be short into the cleared area before the runway.”

They saw the plane turning out of the valley just above the bridge.  Suddenly full engine noise reached them.  Joe exclaimed, “He still has power!”  The small plane approached in the way planes normally landed.  As the plane touched down the propeller stopped turning.  The plane rolled to a stop right in front of the restaurant.

In the plane Janice said, “That was clever.  Right in front of a restaurant!  That radio business was very realistic.  I wouldn’t give you a passing grade on the dead stick approach.  You were too low over the bridge.”

Jim took a deep breath.  “I’ll work on it.”

Janice, “Aren’t you going to start the engine and taxi off the runway over to the restaurant?”

Jim had unplugged his headset and the radio speaker came to life.  “22 Romeo this is 79 victor.  Center is asking your status.  Can you relay through me?”

Jim plugged in his headset.  “79 victor, 22 Romeo is safe on the ground at Berkinsville Glider port.  Please relay and ask them to cancel my flight plan.  The plane will be staying here until repaired.  And thank them for their help.”

Janice unplugged her headset, turning white.  “That was for REAL!”

Jim, “Could be a failed oil pressure gauge.  I doubt it though.  The engine temperature went into the red when I added power to get to the runway.  Would you open your door please so we can get out?”

Joe said to Steve, “Come on.  Let’s go help push the plane off the runway.”  Several other men were walking rapidly from the hangars.  Janice saw Diane standing in front of the restaurant and walked toward her.

Diane watched her approach thinking, I’ll bet she’s having quite a day.

As Janice approached Diane she seemed to become more frightened and said, “We didn’t die, did we?!”

Diane, “You’re safe on the ground.  Why would you say that?”

Janice teared up.  “You’re so beautiful.  I thought you might be an angel.”

Diane laughed.  “Not even close!  I’ll bet you’re looking for the ladies’ room.”

Janice, “Please!  Lead the way.”  

Diane took her into the restaurant and pointed her toward the door.  She walked back to the patio and watched the men push the plane over toward the restaurant.  When they stopped, they were close enough Diane could hear them talking.  When they stopped, they were close enough Diane could hear the men talking.  As they raised the cowl over the engine, the man from the maintenance hangar asked the pilot about the problem.  They took the oil dipstick out of the engine and smelled it.  They agreed it was a real problem and not the gauge.

Janice came out to the patio to stand with Diane.  Diane said, “We heard some of the conversation on the radio.  Were you scared?”

Janice, “Not at all.  He’s a flight instructor.  I thought he was running another pretend drill on me!  It wasn’t until the flight controller asked if we were OK that I ... God!  I almost fainted right here, stopped on the runway.”

Diane, “It looked a little iffy when you came over the bridge so low.” 

Janice, “Thank God that engine still had some power left in it.”

On the field, the pilot who had helped on the radio was saying to Jim, “We try to fly a hundred feet over the ridge next to the bridge on that approach.  It avoids some of the turbulence over the river.”

Jim, “I thought I had plenty of altitude to slough off on approach.  But there was a downdraft at Lake Charlotte that used that up.” 

Helpful pilot, “Things are always unpredictable around a mountain lake.”

All the men from the hangars had formed a group.  One said to Jim, “The FAA called for you.  They said not to do any repairs until they inspect the plane.  They want you to call the Flight Center.”  He handed Jim a paper with the phone number.

Jim, “Well, I guess we’re going to be here for awhile.  I’ll bet you don’t have much of a repair shop here, do you?”

One of the men put on his best countrified voice and spoke slowly, “Well now, you see, we’re mostly a glider port here, but our Stutz tow plane is in pretty good condition.  Your little plane there is not so much that we might get it up to airspeed.  If we took your prop off, we could probably tow you over to Paramount City.”

Jim’s mouth dropped open and they all burst out laughing.  Jim knew he’d been had.

The man from the maintenance hangar patted Jim on the shoulder.  “I’m semiretired but still hold an A&P License.  We can remove the engine and ship it out to anywhere you want.  Or we can repair it here.  I doubt the FAA will have any interest, since there were no injuries or property damage.”

Jim, “Thank you, let’s see what the guys at Center have to say first.  You guys have quite a sense of humor!”  They all laughed again.  “May I use your phone?”

Back at the restaurant patio, Janice said, “Well they’re really laughing it up out there!  It doesn’t seem all that funny to me.”

Diane, “Maybe it’s just men’s way of relieving tension.”  A man arrived with a small tractor preparing to tow the plane down to the hangar area.

Janice, “Well I guess he’ll look for me here when they’ve done their thing.”

Joe came in and said to Janice, “Emergency landers always get anything free for awhile.”

Janice, “How long is awhile?”

Joe laughed, “A few hours or until I get annoyed with them.”

Janice, “My pilot and provisional fiancé will probably come here eventually.  Might we have lunch then?” 

Joe, “We’re open until dusk.  Can I get you something while you wait?”

Janice, “I’ll have whatever she’s having.”

Diane, “He’ll serve us there,” pointing at the picnic table where she had been with Steve.  “Provisional fiancé?”

Janice, “Flying is an issue.  He loves it and I’m not so sure.  We decided I would get some experience and then work out the fiancé part.”

Diane, “Well it seems you got a good dose of experience today.”

Janice, “Yeah, you could say that.  I’ve decided  —  unless I’m willing to get a full instrument license, I won’t marry him.  He doesn’t know that  —  I don’t want to be a drag on what he loves.”

Diane, “That sounds like true caring.”

Janice, “We’ll see how caring I feel after this experience fully registers.  God!  He was calm and matter of fact about it.”

Diane, “Just another day in the office?”

Janice, “I guess.  —  The engine was running at idle.  I thought he was doing another emergency simulation as he does with his student pilots.  When we landed I told him I would have flunked him for being too low over the bridge.  Then the Flight Center wanted our status.  A polite way of asking if we had crashed.”

Diane, “What if you had known it was for real?”

Janice, “I’m going to be thinking long and hard about that. Where are we?”

Diane, “Berkinsville.  A little logging town in the middle of nowhere.  We’re about an hour’s drive north of Paramount City.”

Janice, “You have a motel here?”

Diane, “Not really.  But I think we might work something out.”

Joe brought a wide variety of snacks and drinks to the table.  “Where are you folks from?”

Janice, “Florida, southeast part between Miami and West Palm Beach.”

Joe, “You’re a long way from home in that small plane.”

Janice, “It’s his way of finding out if I’ll marry him.  He loves flying.  If I survive this trip around the country he thinks I might do it.”

Joe smiled, “Sounds like a plan.  Good luck.  Anything else I can get you, ladies?”

They both indicated ‘no’.  Diane said, “I work a lot in Miami and Fort Lauderdale.  I’m home on a short vacation.”

Janice, “What do you do?”

Diane, “I work for a modeling agency.  I try to look pretty for photographers.”

Janice, “You certainly have the looks for it.  Do you like it?”

Diane, “It has its moments.  I don’t consider it a career.  I’ve earned enough for college now so I’m considering not renewing my contract at the end of the year.  What do you do?”

Janice, “Secretary for a small insurance company.  We insure principals who are applying for business loans.  Life insurance pays the loan if the principal dies.  It’s a small niche market.  You meet some interesting people.”

Diane, “Like your pilot and perspective fiancé?”

Janice smiled.  “I did a background check on him when he got a loan for his flight school.”

Diane, “Good way to know a guy.”

Janice smiled.  “Right down to their physical exam!”
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Diane laughed.  “My guy, Steve, went out to help move the plane.  He has four months left in the Army.”

Janice, “What are you doing here at the airport?”

Diane, “Hanging out.  Steve’s home on leave.”

Janice, “Four months left in the Army and you’re not renewing your contract!  Interesting.”

Diane grinned.  “Isn’t it though!”

Steve and Jim entered the patio.  Jim said, “Good!  You’re still here!  I was afraid you might have caught a cab for the bus station!”

Janice, “I don’t think they have cabs or a bus station.”

Steve, “You’re right about that!  Jim, this is my friend, Diane.”

Jim focused on Diane, who met his eyes.  Jim struggled through a moment of consternation.  “Pleased to meet you.  And Steve, this is my friend, Janice.”

Steve, “Pleased to meet you.  May we join you ladies?”  

Janice, “I have the feeling this might be your table.  May we join you?”

Steve, “Please do.”

Jim sat down and said to Janice, “Are you ok?  I was kind of distracted, taking care of the plane.”

Janice, “I take back what I said about clearing the bridge.  You get an A-plus on everything!”

Jim smiled. “Then we’re still on—provisionally?”

Janice, “Provisionally.  Let’s see how I feel about things in the morning.  When you stopped in front of this restaurant, I thought it was your clever way of stopping for lunch.”

Jim, “They’re sending an inspector to check the engine.  Normally they wouldn't be all that interested.  However, they have a special study on about small aircraft incidents.  Declaring an emergency for an engine failure is getting us into their study.  They’ll be here tomorrow.”

Janice, “No motels here but Diane says she might find us a place to stay.”

Jim, “These guys have a sense of humor.  They got me good.  They suggested towing the plane to Paramount City like a glider.  And for a moment I thought it was the dumbest thing I’d ever heard.  They got a big laugh on me!”

Janice, “What are we going to do?  We’re a long way from home.”

Jim, “Let’s see what the inspector says tomorrow.  There’s a good chance the engine is fried.  When they find the cause we can see where we stand on insurance.  They may need to install a new engine.  We’re lucky it didn’t seize up when I powered up to get to the runway.”

Janice, “What would that have done?”

Jim, “Depends on which way the parts went flying.”

Janice, “You mean as in  —  coming apart?”

Jim, “Violently!”

Janice was thoughtful.  She said to Diane, “We have an agreement we’ll never sugarcoat things.”

Jim, “Statistically speaking, this is a very rare event.  It greatly reduces the odds we’ll ever experience anything like this again.”

Janice, “Nice try.  The odds always remain the same.  This doesn’t change the odds.”

Jim, “It depends on how you look at it.”

Steve, “We had a guy in our outfit from West Virginia.  He said you were safer in a coal mine than anywhere else.  In a coal mine only a few things can happen to you:  cave-in, gas explosion, flooding, or equipment accident, all controllable.  But outside there are an almost infinite number of things that can happen to you that are totally out of your control.” 

Janice, “Using that reasoning, in a plane you can only have a collision, suffocate, have a cockpit fire, or crash.”

Diane, “Cockpit fire?”

Jim, “Every pilot’s worst nightmare!  It’s happened—usually from an electrical fire.  Or you can suffocate from carbon monoxide, usually from an exhaust leak through the cabin heater.  —  You said ‘outfit’.  Were you in the military?”

Steve, “Home on leave.  Four more months with the Army before I’m discharged.”

Janice, “Jim was a fighter pilot in the Air Force.”

Jim, “OCS and flight school.  After awhile, I found I didn’t like being an adrenaline junkie.  Flying transports wasn’t my thing.  You know what they say, those who can’t—teach.  So I started a flight school.” 

Diane, “An airport in South Florida?”

Jim, “North Perry, Pembroke Pines, an old Army Air Corp field halfway between Fort Lauderdale and Opa-Locka.  If you fly over the area at night, look for a big dark spot surrounded by city lights.”

Janice, “He isn’t kidding about that.  He took me up once at dusk to fly up near Belle Glade where they were burning off the sugarcane fields at night.  That was spectacular!  But when we returned to North Perry he kept asking if I could see the field as we flew down into this big dark spot.  I couldn’t see the runway until he turned on the landing lights.  The field only has little red lights at each end of the runway.  When we touched down he turned off the landing lights.  It was pitch black except for the distant city lights all around.  And we’re rolling down the runway at landing speed!”

Jim, “Planes have very small batteries because of their weight.  I didn’t want the landing lights to run down the battery.”

Janice, “In the dark, he found the taxiway that took us back to his hangar.  —  You should hear him when one of his students solos.  You’d think they were his only child!  And when one of them gets their instrument rating he glows for days.”

Jim, “I never thought of myself as a people person.  But I’ve found my niche.  Can we get some lunch?”

Steve went inside and returned with menus.  Diane said, “He has menus!  Tell him I want a ‘Joe’s Salad’ in his flavor of the day.”

Steve, “Joe said he’d be out to take your orders.  Where are you going, Diane?”

Diane, “To find a place for them to stay tonight.”  She left to go to the outside phone and called the Berkins’ Mill Office.  “May I speak to Janet?”

Joy, “May I tell her who’s calling?”

Diane, “Janet Williams’ sister.”

There was a moment of silence.  “Miss Williams!  Just a moment.  I’ll have to find her.”

John answered the ringing phone.  Diane asked, “Is Janet hanging out in your office again?”

John laughed.  “Who wants to know?”

Diane, “Would you put her on, please?”

Janet, “Hello Miss Beautifully Wonderful Glowing Person!”

Diane, “Don’t start!—We have a couple of wayward travelers stuck at the airport.  Doesn’t your Sales Dept. keep some rooms on hold at the Green Meadows?  They’ll probably need to be here for a couple of days.”

Janet, “Could be.  I’d have to check.  Give me your number and I’ll call you right back.”  After calling Larry Thompson at the Sales Office, Janet called her back.  “Just call the desk and tell them what you want.  Tell them to bill Berkins Sales and we’ll settle up later.  That way you’ll get our reduced rate.  Here’s the number for the desk.”  She gave her the phone number and a PO number for the bill.

Diane, “Thanks.  See ya!”  Diane called the Green Meadows’ front desk and arranged for two connecting rooms.  She thought, ‘sleeping arrangements?  —  Let them work it out.’

Janet called the Green Meadows and asked to speak to Pierre.  He was just coming on duty.  “We have a couple of guests checking in for tonight.  I don’t know their names but will you be sure they’re given good service?”  He assured her they would be treated well.

Diane said to Jim and Janice, “I have arranged rooms for tonight.  They have a restaurant, too.  Joe says he may be closed tomorrow, so you might want to have breakfast there tomorrow.  It’s in a nearby town so we’ll drive you there and bring you back here tomorrow.”

Jim, “We don’t want to put you to all that trouble.  Is there some way we could rent a car?”

Steve, “Just before you dropped in, we were brainstorming for something to do.  Please let us help you.”

Diane, “I’ll be going back to South Florida soon.  It would be great to develop new friends there.”

Janice, “Why don’t we take a walk and discuss our options?  We can be back before our lunches are ready.”

Jim, “Please excuse us for a few moments.”  They went outside and off to the side, out of sight.  “What if they only have one room with one bed?”

Janice, “One of us could sleep on the floor!  Relax.  She said ‘rooms’.”

Jim, “They seem really nice.  But this is a pretty rural place.  Who knows what this might be like?  Remember the rooms in Mississippi with the bugs?” 

Janice, “She’s a model working in South Florida.  I don’t think she would stick us with something like that.”  

Jim, “Well, it’s an hour’s drive to Paramount City.  Renting a car from there would be a nightmare.  Why don’t we give it a try?  If it’s too bad we can use their phone to make other arrangements.”

Back on the patio Steve said, “What did you do?  You didn’t stick them in one of Johnston’s little overnight rooms, I hope.”

Diane, “Janet arranged for rooms at the Green Meadows.  That will probably be up to their South Florida standards.”

Steve, “You think they’ll want to pay their rates?”

Diane, “We’re getting the special Berkins’ reserved rates.  I intend to pay for it.  Remember what the Bible says about entertaining angels unaware.”

Steve laughed. “Well  —  they did kind of fall from the sky!”

Jim and Janice returned.  Jim said, “We’ll take you up on your offer.  When we understand our situation better tomorrow we might want to make other arrangements.”

Steve, “Fair enough.  Just assume we’ll provide transportation until whatever.”

Janice, “Thank you.  You’re very kind.”
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Joe provided an excellent lunch.  Steve took Jim to the car to retrieve their luggage from the plane.  Jim said, “This is some car.  You guys travel in style!  I guess there’ll be plenty of room for our bags.”

Steve, “One of Diane’s modeling perks.  It’s a bit much in our little town.”

They retrieved the luggage from the plane and went back toward the restaurant.
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Diane asked, “What are your last names?”

Janice, “He’s a Ferris and I’m a Hall.  No relation to anyone notorious.”

Diane, “Jim Ferris and Janice Hall - Janice Ferris has a little rhyme to it.”

Janice, “I may have to stick a middle initial in there if it works out.”

Jim came in and indicated they were ready to go.  As they walked to the car Jim whispered to Janice, “If the rooms are anything like their car, you don’t have to worry.”  

As they approached the logging bridge, Janice said, “Mountain roads and rustic bridges.  You guys have everything!”

Steve, “Don’t worry about the bridge.  They drive heavy logging trucks across it.  I’ll give you a little tour of our town.”  As they entered town, Steve did a slow drive looping both main one-way streets.  

Jim said, “It’s a spunky-looking old town, clean and neat.  It even has parking lots.” 

They drove on to the Green Meadows Inn and into the entry alcove.  Steve stepped out of the car and was greeted with, “Sergeant Doyle!  Good to see you again!”  He opened the rear door. 

Another porter opened the passenger side doors.  “Miss. Williams!  So pleased to have you here again!”

Diane, “These are the guests I called about, James Ferris and Janice Hall.  They’ll be checking in.”

The valet tripped open the trunk and another porter removed their bags as the first porter addressed them by name, escorting them to the main desk.  Diane called the clerk aside and asked him to tell them that all room charges and meals were being covered as they were out-of-town guests.  There would be no charges except they might want to offer cash tips for services provided to them.  Diane said, “Let’s go to the pub and let them settle in.  Then we’ll go check on them.”

After Jim had signed the register and a billing document, the porters led them to their rooms.  Janice was led into the first room and Jim the second.  The porters laid out their luggage, accepted tips, and left.  Janice went to the connecting door and opened hers as Jim opened his.  Jim said, “I’m sure you won’t find anything less than a respectful insect in these rooms.  Certainly, no bug would be allowed in here.”

Janice, “Can you believe this?  They’re huge and beautiful!”

Jim, “And paid for!  That billing document had a PO number for Berkins Enterprises Sales Dept.”

Janice, “Are you sure we didn’t crash and end up in Heaven!”

Jim, “I doubt Heaven would be using PO numbers.”  There was a knock on Jim’s door.  He said to Janice, “Come on in.  There’s someone at my door.”  She entered his room.

Jim opened the door to a waiter.  “Good afternoon.  My name is Pierre.  I’ll be your server tonight.  May I come in for a moment?”  Jim stepped back to join Janice, allowing Pierre to enter.  “Oh good.  You’re here, too, Miss Hall.  I have arranged a private room for your dinner.  Just call room service when you’re ready to come down and I’ll show you to the room.  I brought a menu so you might have some idea of our fare.”

Janice, “What if we wanted dinner here in our rooms?”

Pierre was offended. “Please, madam!  Of course, that is possible if that is what you want.  However to fully appreciate what we have to offer, I would recommend the private dining room I have arranged.”

Jim, “Of course.  We’ll certainly take advantage of what you’re offering.”

Janice, “Yes, of course.  Do you provide that service automatically with these rooms?”

Pierre, “No, ma’am.  Miss Berkins asked that I give you special attention.”

Jim, “From over at Berkinsville?”

Pierre, “Of course, sir.”

Jim, “At the front desk it seems the bill for all this is going to Berkins Enterprises.”

Pierre, “Yes, sir.  I checked your registration to be sure all was in order.” 

Janice, “Who is Miss Berkins from Berkinsville?”

Pierre, “Miss Janet Berkins.  George Berkins’ daughter.”  He noted they looked puzzled.  “Mr. George Berkins is the CEO of Berkins Enterprises, Inc.”  They still looked puzzled.  “The Berkins family started the sawmill when this area was first settled.  The corporation supports Berkinsville and all the small towns in this area.”  That didn’t seem to help.  Pierre hesitated.  “I don’t usually make suggestions to guests until I know them quite well.  In this case, I will.  Perhaps you should invite Miss Williams and Sergeant Doyle to dine with you.  I’m sure they could explain anything you want to know, we are always honored by their presence here.  They are currently having snacks in our bar.  I could extend the invitation for you.”

Janice, “I
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Book Fourteen: Dr. Wells
By

Diane Williams Doyle

On the phone, Cathy explained the situation to Diane
then said, “I’m not one hundred percent in favor of this.
Dr. Wells learned about Steve and wanted to meet him.
He’s in the Lake Charlotte group’s care. The head of that
group wants to honor Dr. Wells’ request. We’ll want your
help in judging Steve’s demeanor. If things start to look
iffy, just give us the nod and we’ll get Steve out of there.”

Diane, “This lung cancer -- is Dr. Wells likely to expire
before Steve leaves?”

Cathy, “He was just diagnosed a week ago. Other than
being weak and short of breath, you wouldn’t know he’s
sick.”
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