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Description | Jason Cross is a local flight instructor. He chooses not to become a commercial pilot though he certainly possesses the skills to do so. Still classified as a pilot, his long career sets him up to be the bearer of news that could make or break a whole host of relationships. We follow the twists and turns of lives that will inevitably intersect at one pivotal point.

Dedication

The events and characters in this book are constructed as fiction. Any resemblance to persons or events falls into the category of being human in a human world.

Various Notes to the Reader

You were only scheduled for a flight. And now look where we are?
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The events and characters in this book are constructed as fiction. Any resemblance to persons or events falls into the category of being human in a human world.
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Various Notes to the Reader
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SwimSwam is an online magazine. 

Marion Municipal Airport is a general aviation airport located in Illinois.

In the years which this novel spans, airplanes have changed in terms of how information is shown on screen. 

I hope I have portrayed those correctly. Any mistakes are mine. 

Mozart, I could never describe your music with its intricate progressions and instrumentations. It’s a writer’s weakness. 

This story makes me wonder how on earth I found the energy to write it. Enjoy! 

Prologue

September, 2012

––––––––
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Jim Jensen picked up a sturdy metal spatula, slipped it under one of the sizzling beef patties and easily turned it so that its pink side lay against the hot metal rack of the barbecue grill. The meat hissed as it touched the rack. The fragrance of perfectly cooked meat mingled with blooming full-pedaled roses in the Jensen back yard. A peaceful breeze stirred within Jim Jensen a welcome sense of tranquility. The last twelve months seemed to have flown by, dragging him along in the press of events. Finally, today he could stand quietly and flip burgers, a sign to him that life was calming, and yet, he could not escape the feeling that time with Laura was limited. 

“Jim!”

A voice called him from the direction of the house. He looked behind him, turned so his brown gaze swept the stone patio, resting on the tall woman who stood at the top of the three steps that led down to the neatly cut green grass. He directed his gaze to her face and saw with satisfaction that her color was good, her demeanor positive. He smiled. Today was a good day for her. Laura Jensen stood looking out toward him, her hand resting on the handle of the security door, a towel draped over her left arm. Stubbornly curling strands of gray hair stuck against her sweating forehead. Love and appreciation for this woman who shared her life with him stirred in him, bringing both pleasure and pain.

She walked gracefully down the three stone steps, making her way through the rows of tables that stretched out to the barbecue. 

The white towel draped over her arm slipped, hanging by a corner as she stepped to her husband. He reached out his hand and adjusted it so that it hung securely on her arm. 

“Jason and Rachel are here.” She glanced toward the front of the house. “They got back from their trip to Chicago today. He’s here with his famous potato salad. She brought her wonderful baked beans.” A low, pleasant laugh floated from her, its sound making Jim smile even without knowing what amused her. 

“You know, for a busy pilot he is a great cook. I mean I just don’t know where he gets the time for that kind of thing.” 

“He probably got his cooking talent from you.”

“Oh, not me,” she smiled back. “No. Not me. It’s our daughter, you know. She probably told him how important this forty-second anniversary party is so she taught him how to make something wonderful.”

“Okay,” Jim gave her an indulgent look. “You know he has brought his potato salad for the last fifteen years. You know we started having this friends and family gathering the year they got married.” He smiled with genuine pleasure. “It will be nice to see them. Our daughter and her husband keep themselves pretty busy.” 

“They do indeed.” She smiled, happy to be hosting her daughter and her guests for this special day. 

“And, how are you?” he asked, his voice resonating with concern, his brown eyes darkening 

just a little. 

“I’m fine, dear. Today is a good day. I’m just finishing up in the kitchen. The cakes are done and I’ve made the salads. We’re almost ready. Faith and Lee said they’ll be a little late.”

Jim’s attention turned briefly from Laura, focusing on the barbecue as grease dripped down onto the shelf under the grill. 

A sudden red flame arched. He took the patties off the grill and put them aside on a heavy platter that sat on his work table. 

He wiped the grease with a fire repellent mitt, and shut the lid to the grill to let the rest of the meat finish cooking.

“You’ve outdone yourself,” he teased. “Every year this party gets bigger.”

“It could be our last,” she said in a thoughtful tone, “I may not be here next year.”

Jim drew her closer, the towel touching his side, her hair imparting its scents of damp kitchen air and apple shampoo.

“Don’t say that,” he implored.

“You know the possibilities,” she scolded not without kindness. “You know what happened last year. That first heart attack laid me low. So, we’ll enjoy this day while we can.” She drew away as if listening for the slightest indication of something changing outside their little circle. 

“Our friends are here. I hear their car. Will you come inside?”

“I’ll be in there in a minute. Let me finish up here.”

He watched as she walked happily back toward the house, keenly feeling a separation, he had never experienced with her. Her words brought back images of a hospital room with its machines and scurrying nurses and doctors. Sadness touched his eyes. 

Quietly to himself he prayed that their last days together would be good ones. 

A month later, after the second massive heart attack, he stood beside her in the critical care unit, remembering her walking through the backyard greeting her church friends, handing out food and drinks, laughing, sitting down beside them to discuss upcoming events or go over past ones. 

Her energy had not waned even as the sun moved farther to the west, putting the back yard in increasing shadow.

Today, holding her hand, he felt her body softly sigh, a distinct yet subtle gesture that told him the life had gone out of her. Her eyes closed, a smile spread over her face. The machines gave her breath even though her hand lay slack in his. The cessation of life announced that forty-two years of marriage had ended. The stopping of one heart brought with it the cessation of sound, movement, and color, the air and light going out of the room, leaving a choking darkness that smothered the distant murmur of voices and action, even stilling the brain’s continual thoughts. 

As quickly as that silence infused his world it lifted, bringing with it memory and action, as if the same heart that had gone silent just as easily resumed its pulse, bringing the world back into sharp focus. 

Jim Jensen was transported to a day in June 1971, when he stood at the altar in his childhood church so long ago, looking at the reverend as he pronounced Jim Jensen and Laura Sanders man and wife. Would he have this woman to have and to hold till death parted them? 

“I will,” he responded in awe, eagerly anticipating their future together.

One small moment encompassing all the white ruffled skirt of the dress, the long train extending down the aisle and the young maids of honor standing with her, sorting the dress came into focus, the sharpness of the image vivid as if experienced in the final moment before sleep descended.

Could he have imagined forty-two years ago, that he would be sitting in this sterile hospital room with monitors beeping and nurses flitting about on rubber-soled shoes? 

The same could have been asked then: could he have known of the joy his daughter would bring them? 

Could he have anticipated their sometimes uncertain and most of the time happy life together? 

If anyone dared to ask him now what he thought about during this life-changing event, it would not be a memory of that long white dress or Laura herself. The all-consuming thought occupying his brain now when the life slowly ebbed from this once vibrant woman was that many had come before him. Many had loved and promised to stay with their chosen mates till death parted them. Many had reached this moment and had lived. There would be papers to sign, arrangements to make, memories to sort through and organize. He would walk that same path. And like so many others, he had kept his vow. He had loved her.

Book 1: Pilot Romance

1996

Chapter 1

The thing that Jason Cross noticed about Rachel Jensen as she entered the small general aviation airport office was that she wore black slacks, a green top with sleeves to her elbows, and seemed just a bit nervous. He walked across the small space that separated them, extending his hand. She returned the confident grip, their fingers intertwining as if they had always been meant for this purpose. 

"I'm Jason Cross. You're Rachel Jensen, my 7:00?" 

"I am,” her voice trailed between them, quiet, returning the confidence his handshake had imparted to her. “Your receptionist said you were running late."

"Peggy.” 

Jason looked around as if trying to locate the receptionist in the empty office. The tidy desk told him she had gone for the day. 

“Sorry about being late. We had some engine trouble with a Mooney and our mechanic and I were just checking it out."

"Don’t apologize. I understand.”

Her insides seemed to agitate in excitement, seeing his gentle blue eyes. 

"I have all night."

"All night?" he laughed lightly, his smile immediately finishing the job his eyes had started. Rachel stood looking at him, waiting for his words.

"Just where do you want to go? I'll fly you there."

"I believe you.” Her heart fluttered. She returned his smile. "I've been waiting a long time to get in a small plane.”

"Wait no longer," he pronounced with confidence. 

"Come with me."

They walked out to the aircraft. The small thin-skinned airplane sat before her, almost, it seemed, straining against the chains that held it to the ramp. 

“Why do I get the feeling that thing wants to fly?” she said, excited by its agility.

Jason laughed with warmth, making Rachel smile. 

“It does want to fly! That’s what it was made for. But first,” his tone grew serious, “we’re going to do what is called a preflight.” His voice drew Rachel into its confidence. “We are going to check over the plane and make sure all is in order. We’ll make sure the oil is topped off, that there’s no debris in it.”

“So, detailed,” she said with interest. “That sounds more thorough than a car inspection.”

He tapped the side of the aircraft with his fingers. 

“This thing leaves the ground. That means if there’s a problem we can’t turn around and come back so quickly if at all. So, it’s very important to check things before we leave even if I’ve done it or had my students do that several times today.”

They walked around the plane, checking to see that every little nut and bolt was in place. They slid easily under the high wing, coming to the other side of the plane, repeating the process. 

Reaching the cowling, the cover over the engine, at the front of the plane they checked inside for any obvious missing parts or loose belts. 

They checked the tires, inspected the landing gear, and prepared to climb in to the plane itself.

Jason settled into the left seat, becoming focused on making sure all was in order. 

Rachel adjusted her position next to him, confident in his skills. His meticulous attention to detail imparted a sense of trust. 

She waited with glee as the engine idled, then purred into life, raced as he tested it, grew impatient waiting its turn to approach the runway, and then finally lifted the little craft into the sky. 

“Can you hear me?” Jason’s voice came through her headset as they climbed and turned west. 

"Yes.”

"Good.”

They settled into silence. Rachel fitted herself comfortably into the small space, not minding Jason’s closeness. It was reassuring combined with his confidence as he checked the instruments several times to make sure all the gauges read properly. His quiet skill came through her headset as he talked to the disembodied voice on the radio, put the plane back on a course for the airport and landed. The plane squeaked onto the runway, the maneuvering steady and sure. The engine slowed to a stop, a profound silence wrapped itself around them, Rachel breathing in its sudden relief. 

“Are you all right?” Jason asked her, after they had both removed the headsets.

“Oh, yes, sir, I am just fine. I’m just relishing the quiet. I don’t get much of that at my job.”

They exited the plane into the cool crisp air of early fall, a gentle breeze teasing the hair that lay over Rachel’s ears, the light jacket she had brought with her no longer necessary as they entered the warm office. Jason slipped behind the counter and checked in the plane then turned to the business of collecting her payment. 

Rachel’s hands trembled as she reached for the red wallet holding her credit card. She laid it on the counter with trembling fingers, his eye caught by their temporary unsteadiness and the red nail polish that complimented her skin. He discretely turned his eyes away from them.

“Are you okay?” he asked for a second time. 

“I’m fine. That was just sublime is all. I loved every minute of that flight.”

Maybe he had imagined her hands trembling? It was her first flight after all. Sometimes, thought the professional flight instructor, people didn’t react quite how they thought they would. Some disappeared quickly, others were exhilarated and talked about the experience. Some asked endless questions. 

“Don’t be nervous, okay?” He wasn’t sure why he felt like reassuring her. She didn’t look like she needed reassurance. 

He tried again not to notice her red nails. 

“Thank you for my first ride in a small plane,” she was saying, interrupting his distracted attention to her comfort.  

“I’ll be back for more.”

"Are you around here much?" he asked, not quite willing to let her leave just yet.

"No. But I’ll change that. Flight is something I've been promising myself for a long time.”

He handed back her credit card along with the receipt. 

“What made you enjoy the silence out there? You have a noisy job?” 

He smiled naturally. There was something engaging about simply talking to this woman. He noticed her smile and it made him feel good. 

“That job keeps you waiting a long time for flights?”

"Yes. It keeps me busy.” She relaxed, drawn to telling him part of her story. “I teach American history at the high school. I also help run a tutoring center for students who want to improve their academic scores.” 

She looked around at the homey office adorned with pictures of planes of all sizes. Simple plastic chairs lined one wall, a water cooler whose motor now ran quietly completed the picture. 

The small office somehow seemed inviting.

“And you just have this thing for planes?”

“I like to watch them, sometimes on the way home from school meetings. 

But I’m so busy with the teaching that it took me a while to get here.”

"That job could stop you from taking a flight, I can imagine," he said. "Glad you finally made it here."

Rachel put her credit card back into her purse. 

"You look kind of tired," she commented changing the flow of the conversation. 

"Yeah," he admitted. He didn’t mind responding to her question. “It was a busy day. One of our planes didn't pass inspection. One of my students didn't pass his check ride." 

He paused at her questioning look.

“I’m sorry,” he smiled, “you probably want to know what a check ride is?”

She nodded.

"A check ride,” Jason said, warming up to his subject, “is when the student flies with a Federal Aviation Administration inspector to make sure he knows how to handle the plane correctly. When he passes the check ride the student can go on and get other certifications if he wants to do that."

"Oh, I see," Rachel smiled. "It sounds like you're the main instructor here."

“That’s me!” He took encouragement at her interest. 

“Ken Ellis owns the flight school here. I’m his main flight instructor.” 

Rachel reached out and shook hands with him, happy for no reason she could imagine.

“It’s obvious you love your work. I’ll call you again." 

Jason tidied his desk and locked up the small office. 

It was true that today had been long; it had also been a good one. 

He closed the gate behind him and made the routine trip home to his small apartment. It was a neat affair without too much adornment. He didn't spend much time there. Between his hours at the airport and his weekends with Sally Fleming he mainly rested here and gathered strength for the next day. Jason Cross, twenty-seven, his life planned out in a neat line, possessed of a small compact frame, blue eyes and short brown hair, was content. 

He enjoyed his job as Ken Ellis’s main flight instructor. There could be trying days much as today had been. Those kinds of days always had a way of ending well, especially when people like Rachel walked into his office. Sometimes it was nice to work with someone who just had an interest in being in a small plane without getting involved with all its complexities. 

Rachel had been right, he thought as he pulled back his covers and climbed gratefully into bed. He was tired. It was the weariness of a man who loved his work. He hoped that Rachel would keep her word and call again. 

"Come take lessons with me." 

Jason and Rachel sat in a booth in the airport restaurant, worn ceramic mugs holding passable coffee. Earlier in its history, this little restaurant had been the gathering spot for pilots and customers, some courting, some just watching airplanes climb majestically and disappear into the western sky over corn fields and outlying towns. The conversations that had taken place in these old booths with sagging and cracked vinyl seats must have been monumental: business deals, mechanics giving pilots reports on their planes, the occasional pilot asking a woman to marry him. Perhaps a female pilot sat with a friend or instructor ramming home a point learned from the latest flight lessons. Whatever you thought have happened here, life would surprise you because you could never figure it out. But, it was worth a try, a good look at aircraft out the large windows, and even a meal with your flight instructor after the longed-for release afforded by the sky. 

Jason and Rachel inserted themselves into this nostalgia, once in a while remembering to glance up at the old photographs of people in bell-bottoms and loose-fitting tops. 

On this hot summer day with clear, blue skies They landed their little Cessna after flight number two. 

“I can tell you really enjoy flight, Rachel. I’ll teach you to fly if you let me.”

Pleasant thoughts of his eyes and piloting skills went through her head now adding to the pleasure of his company and even improving the taste of the coffee.

"No," she now told him, her laughter adding to the overall pleasant atmosphere. "I like my job. I don’t want to learn to fly. 

I just want to get away from things, sometimes. I’m happy just paying someone else to be the expert.” 

Jason laughed, Rachel smiling in response to the light, sparkling sound. 

“Besides,” she continued, “Anthony, the high school teacher I'm dating, thinks I'm crazy getting in a small plane. But that's okay with me. He writes scholarly articles for journals. Let him write and read them for pleasure. I’ll relax this way.” 

Jason chuckled again, the sound vibrating through Rachel’s body, as if plucking a receptive chord on some siren-like stringed instrument. 

"I know what you mean." 

He took the check. 

"Here, let me get this. You've paid enough today."

By the time flight number three came, they were talking about themselves. 

“I remember you were dating a high school teacher. My girlfriend’s name is Sally Fleming.”

"What does she do?" 

Rachel looked at him with interest. 

"She works in a doctor's office doing medical transcription."

"She's not a pilot?"

"No." He smiled. "Her brother Mark is, but she's not interested too much in aviation. That's my department I guess. As a matter of fact, Mark Fleming owns an acrobatic flying company. You’ve probably seen it across the street. They teach people to do loops and rolls and then take them out in a mock dog fight. People do this for birthdays and just because they have the money. He does well with the business. He thought that Sally and I would make a good couple so he introduced us.”

Jason paused as the waitress interrupted their conversation with the mandatory questions about refills and satisfaction. Jason greeted her in a friendly manner. 

“Hey, Christina.” He caught her eye. “How’s the boss treating you?”

The young girl gave Jason a friendly glance, then smiled at Rachel who returned it. She glanced back at the short line waiting to pay the man at the counter. 

“He’s giving me hours. I need them desperately to pay bills and help my parents.” She smiled her satisfaction.  

“Thanks for putting in a good word for me. I get the days off I need.” 

“Glad that’s working for you. Business isn’t what it used to be, but it hangs in there.”

Christina, holding her pad of paper and twirling her pen, walked away to fill their orders.

“You know everyone around here, don’t you, Jason?” 

Rachel stirred her fork in the bowl of left over lettuce leaves and French salad dressing mixing with condensation at the bottom of the bowl.

“I’ve been here three years. Christina’s brother took lessons with me. She was looking for a job. 

I told Sam about her. She applied and Sam hired her. I do know people. You get to know the mechanics and pilots and instructors. They all see me a lot around here. I probably eat two or three meals a week here.”

“I see. So, tell me about Sally.” 

Rachel brought the conversation back to where it had ended when Christina came to do her waitressing duty.

“Do you guys make a good couple?”

“Well,” Jason paused for a moment, considering his words. “I’m not sure any more. She’s getting a little upset with me, I suspect.”

“Oh?” 

Rachel bit into her BLT, her taste buds liking the crispy bacon. 

“What’s the problem, exactly?”

Jason sat back, his mind full of ideas and feelings, his head full of this young, energetic woman’s question. Sally’s face with its question and pleading floated around in the jumble of thoughts in Jason’s head.

"I like Sally,” he told Rachel, deciding they had been crammed into the confines of that little Cessna enough to tell her what he had been thinking about for a few months. 

"We've been together for a year.  Sometimes I don't think it's right."

"She makes you uncomfortable?"

Jason nodded.

"I understand that one," said the teacher who had almost married Carl Richardson, "are you thinking about marrying her?"

"No. Not yet, anyway. You see, I'm not completely sure anymore that I want to spend time with her."

He looked earnestly into Rachel's face. Her gentle brown eyes inspired confidence. 

"Sally and I don't live together. She wants me to move in with her, but I won't do it. It’s kind of a big problem."

He hid his blush behind a sip of his coffee.

"I don't know why I tell you this," he said shyly.

Rachel looked at him meaningfully trying to ease his discomfiture.

"Sally is trying to make you move in with her? She knows you don’t want to do that?” 

“Right. I’m one of those old-fashioned guys. I don’t want to live with a woman till I put a ring on her finger. When I marry a woman, it will be for life. She can work if she wants and have a life, I’m not that old-fashioned.” 

Rachel chuckled, getting his meaning. 

Jason took a sip of his coffee. 

“I only want to marry once. It will be for life.” 

“Stick to your guns, Jason,” Rachel advised. “I’ve been down that road. It’s best to do what you are comfortable with doing.”

“The whole relationship is," he faltered for words.

"Not quite right," she finished for him. "You don't feel completely relaxed or at home."

"That's it." He looked at his coffee cup. "You do understand this." 

"Yes, I do.” She said glancing at him and looking away again. 

"I almost married the wrong man. 

I'll tell you about it sometime."

"I wish you would," he encouraged, "but not now." 

Jason looked at his watch. 

"I should go. I have the rest of the day off. That will give me some time to get caught up on laundry and stuff. You know, the stuff everyone does no matter their profession.” 

Rachel laughed, the sound rich in the pleasant room.

“I hear that.” 

She swallowed the last sip of coffee and looked around at the empty tables.

“Looks like they’re getting ready to close.”

“Yeah, they close at 2:00 here. I've got two new students and two scenic flights, tomorrow.” 

His eyes twinkled. “Pray for good weather.” 

The first year Rachel Jensen got her job at the high school, she met the man she thought she would marry. Carl Richardson taught Civil War history. At a convention for high school history teachers they exchanged notes and ideas. The ideas stimulated her intellectual interest. They had kept in contact after the convention.  Swept away in the romance of the meeting, she had almost agreed to marry him. When the fervor and the newness settled into a more routine existence, something happened to change her mind and set her course elsewhere. After he applied for a teaching position in Nebraska and was accepted, she wondered just how much she was willing to give up to marry him. 

They discussed the whole situation one night after dinner. 

“I like you, Carl. I’ve so enjoyed talking to you and watching you become a better teacher. This is a great opportunity for you.” 

Carl cast sad eyes down to his plate.

“You won’t come with me, then?”

“No,” she said quietly. “I don’t mean to hurt you, Carl. But, I’ve thought about it and I’ve decided I can’t.” She looked at him. “You know I really like my job here at the high school. I love my history students. They might not know a lot but they’re teachable. My parents are here. I have a small house. I’m happy here. 

I worked hard to get here, getting all my credentials up-to-date.” 

They parted and she couldn't say it wasn't painful for a few months. She had liked him. She hadn't liked him enough to give up her home and job. 

On a lazy Saturday morning, two months after the separation, in her kitchen, hazel nut coffee sat before her. Carl had written her to say that he had settled in and was doing well. She was glad for him. She knew she had made the right decision. This morning, she spread the newspaper before her on the table. She let her gaze wander down the columns of the local section till it stopped on a large type reading: 

LOCAL AIR SHOW TO BE HELD AT THE MARION AIRPORT 

ENJOY MODEL PLANES, BOOKS, and MEET YOUR LOCAL FLIGHT INSTRUCTORS. MEET YOUR GOOD NEIGHBORS! 

How many times had she driven by the small fenced off acres and seen the lights of the tower beckoning to her? What would flying in a small plane be like, she wondered. She saw the markings of airplanes as they passed over her house. Sometimes on her way home from a conference, a teacher’s meeting, an event, she would pull to the side of the road and sit, destressing from some particularly rough session with the school board and watch for the lights as they approached the runway and came in for a landing. Fascinated by those lights, she knew it would be at some point in her hectic life that she would gather up her courage and at least ask about how to experience a flight in one of those small planes for herself.  Glancing twice at the article this morning she decided now would be the time. 

Attending the local festivities, seeing the book stalls, the men flying old model airplanes on lines, looking at the exposed insides of engines, passing by the ice vendors, the sellers of popcorn, making her way through the jostling crowds, she found herself in the office advertising lessons and scenic flights. She approached the neatly dressed woman who sat behind the desk. Her name tag said Peggy Ellis. 

“I’m Rachel,” she introduced herself. “I would like to book a flight.” 

Chapter 2

Rachel finally admitted to herself just before flight number three that she found Jason appealing. If she had been smitten when she first laid eyes on him, she now knew for sure that she was interested in him on more than a casual basis. She liked the way he said, “Cessna prepare for left crosswind departure.”

On a Thursday, just before her next flight, she stood in her kitchen making coffee. It was her policy not to rush
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