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PROLOGUE
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“Giovanni. Giovanni, not like that!” Vincenzo Cavatelli yanked a brown tweed beret from his head and tossed it to the ground. “You will burn the ropes!” 

Giovanni released the burner instantly. “I’m sorry, Uncle. I thought you said ...”

“I never said, ‘Burn the ropes.’” Shoving Giovanni aside, Vinnie angled the burner himself. A flash of blue flame shot into the balloon envelope stretched out on the ground. 

“Go hold the fan,” he said. “Maybe you can do that without destroying everything.” His back turned, he mumbled this last statement under his breath.

Giovanni hung his head, excitement over a fun-filled summer with Uncle Vinnie waning. His uncle had promised to teach him to fly one of his hot air balloons. But how could he learn if his uncle wouldn’t let him try? He wanted to do this badly and had told everyone. So going home without it was the ultimate humiliation.

He positioned himself at the fan, aiming it inside the balloon, and sighed, his uncle’s words that morning echoing in his head.

I will teach you. Uncle Vinnie had pointed a gnarled finger in Gio’s face. But you will not be able to fly people until you are eighteen, and you will have to work hard and pass all the tests.

“I can do it,” Giovanni had insisted. 

Yet now he was consumed by doubts. Eighteen was three years away. Such a long time. And to get a commercial license and work for his uncle, required more than twenty hours of flight time. So far he hadn’t even one.

The nylon fabric puffed and stretched, lifting from the ground, its red, yellow, and blue colors catching the dawn sunlight. Giovanni’s blood raced the higher it climbed. Maybe today wasn’t so bad. He’d get to fly; his uncle said so, and he was always good to keep his word.

As for the rest, a little patience, that’s all it’d take. Uncle Vinnie had no children, and so no one else to teach how to take over the business; he needed his nephew.

The basket righted itself with the lift of the balloon and bounced up off the soil. Giovanni released the fan. “Now, Uncle?” he asked.

His uncle waved at him, a broad smile on his lips. “Come. Hop in, my nephew, and I’ll take you close to the mountain.”
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CHAPTER 1
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Twelve Years Later

A hoarse cough rattled through Vincenzo’s chest. Bending double, he hacked and barked, clearing mucus from his throat. “It is a ten ton weight right here.” He mashed his fist to his breastbone. “The old man cannot do it.”

Giovanni twisted in his seat on the couch. “You’re sure?”

This earned him a rheumy eye. “I regret,” his uncle said, “that my nephew, who I trained to take my place, has so little interest in carrying on the Cavatelli name.”

Without thought, Gio’s lips pressed into a line. Cavatelli name. Right. This wasn’t about the Cavatelli name. This was about keeping him under his uncle’s thumb.

“My name will be the same regardless of whether or not I fly balloons,” Giovanni replied.

His uncle dramatized the next few moments, wiping his mouth with a large handkerchief, and giving a groan. “You have turned against me.” He passed one hand over his eyes.

Gio ran a hand through his thick, black hair, pausing mid-skull to squeeze the sides of his head. His uncle’s flu was giving him a headache. “I have not turned against you. You know I love you, but ...” 

But there are only so many snobby, pretentious baskets full of upper class society he could stand to take. Gone was the glamour he’d seen in the job at age fifteen.

“But you would rather I develop pneumonia and have to hang up my hat permanently,” his uncle finished for him.

Giovanni settled his eyes on his uncle’s well-lined face, noting the spark flickering there still. His uncle was as far from pneumonia as Gio was himself, though no doubt endless hours in the early dawn air wasn’t the best thing to help him get better even from this light cold.

“Why can’t Bruno do it?” he asked.

Bruno was Uncle Vinnie’s right-hand man, and the obvious replacement for the job. He’d worked for his uncle for as long as Giovanni could remember.

“Because as I told you, the area near the mountain has dangerous downdrafts, and you have dealt with those before. He has not.”

The mountain. The first flight he’d flown with his uncle was near the mountain. It was a spectacular sight from an aerial view, tall pines and firs thrusting their green spires against the sky, the earth falling away to reveal the depths of the ravine.

“Why do we need to fly near the mountain? You don’t ever take people that way.” 

First, because it was dangerous. Second, his uncle’s usual route was straight north to a hayfield off Highway 33. The farmer there didn’t mind their landings, so long as they stayed away from the crops. But there wasn’t anywhere good to land near the mountain without practically clearing it, and that was a huge flight risk.

“Requ ...” His uncle coughed mid-word. “Request.”

Request? Since when did Uncle Vinnie grant requests? His uncle seemed to sense his question, for he leaned forward and lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper.

As if anyone else was in the room to hear him.

“I think they’re from the Army.”

“The Army?” Giovanni made no effort to be quiet. “Why would the Army rent your hot air balloon?” Maybe his uncle was losing it.

Uncle Vinnie bristled. “Well, I didn’t ask. But the name they gave me was Sergeant Hayes.”

A Sergeant renting a balloon? Whatever for? Giovanni kept these questions to himself and returned his thoughts to the flight itself. Apparently, he’d have to help his uncle tomorrow, but he would do so only if he was well compensated.

“You’ll have to double my pay,” he said.

“Double!” Uncle Vinnie practically shot out of his chair, good evidence he was not a sick as he acted.

“That’s what I said. It’s a more dangerous flight.” A fact his uncle had just stated. “And I have to clear my schedule at the airport.”

The only advantage flying balloons had given him was the opportunity to earn his pilot’s license and acquire a job at Maverick Air. It was a cushy position where he set his own hours and chose his passengers. No more snobs. He couldn’t ask for better than that.

Uncle Vinnie flicked his wrist. “Fine. Fine. I see how you are. No devotion to the family.” He waved a pseudo-weak hand.

Giovanni blew out a loud breath. “You’re one to talk. You haven’t spoken to my father for three years, all over a silly argument.”

“It wasn’t silly,” Uncle Vinnie snapped. “And your father was wrong. He will have to come to me and admit it.” He crossed his arms over his chest in a huff.

Gio sagged. His dad would never do that, so the two of them would remain apart. In the meantime, life went on, and they both took a chance at never speaking again.

Giovanni rose from the couch. “You have notified the crew?”

“I told Bruno. He will take care of the details.”

Gio’s sneakers squeaked on the well-scuffed vinyl floors of his uncle’s trailer. A lot of money this business had earned him. A fifteen-year-old hadn’t noticed that either. Instead, all he’d seen was how cool his uncle was and how his friends were always impressed. 

It’d been a great pick-up line for girls, too.

“You can fly a balloon?” they’d squeak. And he’d strut around showing off. 

Not worth it. 

“You won’t be late?” his uncle called over the top of the sound of the squeaky screen door. A large, brown moth attacked the porch light, frantically beating its wings against the filmy glass.

“I won’t be late. Goodnight, Uncle.”

Giovanni crossed the gravel drive and slipped behind the wheel of his pickup truck. When would he learn not to answer his uncle’s phone calls? Every time he did he regretted it. Now, another day was blown. He’d be forced to make chitchat with a nameless face who’d ooh and ah over the whole blasted thing.

“Bah, humbug,” he said as he pulled out onto the main road.
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“Happy Birthday, Serge.”

Sergeant tilted her face upwards so her best friend, Cindy, could kiss her cheek. “It’s tomorrow, but you know that.”

“I will not see you tomorrow as I hear you’re trying to impress Dale.” Cindy plopped down on a stool, swiveling her legs beneath the counter.

Sergeant made a face. “I’m not trying to impress him. I’m trying to get him to make a commitment greater than ‘maybe’.”

This earned her the rolling of Cindy’s eyes. Cindy was not a fan of Dale.

“He can’t commit to taking a bath, much less anything serious,” Cindy said. “I don’t know why you stick with him.”

“Me either.” Sergeant’s own words accused her. 

Cindy was right. Dale was an idiot. Why she thought tomorrow’s hot air balloon ride would change anything was beyond any normal person’s grasp. But it was all planned out now and despite her reservations over Dale, she was looking forward to it.

“The truth is you scare men,” Cindy said. “You work in a male-dominated field, so any guy that can’t keep up feels smaller.”

“I don’t know why. It’s not like I walk around wearing a holster.”

Cindy raised her eyebrows.

“Okay, so sometimes I do. Point taken. But I don’t try to make them feel smaller. Whatever happened to confident guys?”

“They died with women’s lib. Guys today want reassurance that they’re at the top of their game. Any woman who can do better becomes a threat,” Cindy replied.

“Well, I say it stinks, and that reminds me ... Guy in the building, lives a floor above, collided with me on the way out this morning and spilt coffee all over my new shirt. Had to go back and change.”

“And I suppose you clocked him.”

Sergeant made a face. “I didn’t even get a good look at him. Next thing I know he’s out the door, and I’m still standing there soaked to the skin. I couldn’t even introduce myself.”

“You know,” Cindy leaned her elbow on the counter. “It wouldn’t hurt you to try to be feminine sometimes. Wear a dress. Do your hair. Get rid of the t-shirts. If you had, he might have noticed you past your cup of coffee.”

“Show off my breasts. That’s where you’re going with this. Isn’t it?”

Cindy smiled and batted her lashes. “Cleavage takes a girl a long way.”

“A long way the wrong way.” Sergeant snorted. “I don’t want a guy who’s enamored of my cleavage. I want ...”

“I know. I know,” Cindy interrupted. “A man who appreciates your mind. But if you’d start with the cleavage, you could work your way up to the mind.”

Sergeant laughed. “You’re crazy. You know that?”

“Yes.” Cindy signaled a waitress. “And I say the same of you. Now, since this is your birthday celebration, tonight’s dinner is on me.”
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A pre-dawn checklist lay pinned to the desk beneath a glass paperweight Uncle Vinnie had used for as long as Giovanni could remember. He sank into the desk chair, the added pressure of his weight causing it to squawk. The chair was just as old and in bad need of replacement.

He switched on the green desk lamp and frowned at the general disarray. Papers lay scattered in every direction creating a haphazard clutter. “Old man should get him a secretary,” he grumbled.

But he wouldn’t because being organized would disrupt his uncle’s system – that of total chaos. The click of the office door brought his head up from the desk.

“Morning.” Bruno stuck his head inside. “So he suckered you into it, eh?”

“Suckered is a good word. Told me he was dying.”

Bruno laughed, the sound a deep rumble. “He’s been dying for twenty years. He just likes having you around. You know that.”

Gio acknowledged this with a nod. He slid the paperweight to the side and lifted the list. “Why does he feel the need to give me these instructions? Doesn’t he know I would think of all this?”

Never mind the fact his uncle had written the list hours before he’d even asked Gio to take the flight.

“Aw, it’s not because you’re dumb. It’s more it makes him feel young and in control. He’s getting up there in age, and ever since you took off, he’s been a bit depressed.”

Giovanni sank back in the chair, the split vinyl digging into his back. “Depressed?” Since when was his uncle depressed?

Bruno stepped further into the office. “His best years were when you were here. I know he can be crotchety ...”

That was an understatement. If his uncle had ever said a kind word to him, he hadn’t heard it. 

“But it’s because he doesn’t know how else to say you matter to him.”

“I matter to him when he can drag me in here to do his job,” Gio said. He filtered through the various papers, digging out the desk calendar. Penciled into the day’s date was the name Sergeant Hayes.

“What do you know about today’s flight? Who’s this Sergeant Hayes?”

“Now, that’s an interesting thing.” Bruno pulled a chair away from the desk and sat down. The aged seat-cushion breathed out. “I wasn’t inside, so your uncle took the call, and he was all worked up over it afterward.”

“He said they wanted to see the mountain.”

Bruno’s face stilled. “No wonder.”

“No wonder what?”

Bruno continued. “I told him I could take it, but he said, ‘No.’ I was a bit miffed. You know, I have hopes he’ll leave the place to me.”

“He’ll leave it to me,” Gio said. “And I’ll give it to you. I don’t want it.”

Bruno didn’t respond, and a twinge of guilt pecked at Gio. He shouldn’t have said it that way. It meant more to Bruno to receive it directly than for Gio to hand it off.

“Hey, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean ...”

Bruno waved his hand. “Forget it. I get it. Believe me. I’m not a Cavatelli, so I don’t qualify.”

Gio lowered his leg to the floor and sat up straight. “Being a Cavatelli isn’t everything. I’ve had to work just as hard to get where I am, regardless of the name.”

And in spite of.

“I know that, and I respect you for taking a chance and going out on your own. Well,” Bruno stood to his feet. Evidently, he was through talking. “I have to round up the guys and load the equipment. You want to supervise the inflation?”

Gio shook his head. “No, I trust you. You going to follow today or are you getting Carl to do it?”

“I’ll do it,” Bruno said. “But it’ll take me some driving to get where you’ll land. You trying for Miner’s Gap?”

“Seems best,” Gio replied.

Bruno nodded and moved to the door. “Checked the weather report for you early this morning. Looks clear.”

“Good deal. I’ll see you in a few.”

Bruno left the room and Gio sat there, quiet, gazing through the upper half of the door. The beveled glass warped the gray interior of the warehouse into strange shapes. 

Uncle Vinnie really ought to let Bruno have the place. Bruno knew the business inside and out, understood the schedule, and had a hand on the crew. He treated it like his own. Why didn’t his uncle see that? Maybe after today’s flight, he’d speak to him.

Giovanni set aside the checklist and opened the center drawer. Unidentifiable odds and ends were clustered together in the tray:  screws and bolts, a rusty spring, an assortment of half-chewed pens. Some things never change. 

The desk phone rang, and he lifted the receiver. “Cavatelli Balloons.”

“Giovanni!” His uncle’s boisterous voice came over the wire.

“Good morning, Uncle. Feeling better?”

His uncle gave a crackling cough. “Oh, no. I’m afraid not.”

Gio rolled his eyes. “I’m sorry to hear it.” Sorry for myself. “What do you need?” he continued.

His uncle replied, his voice now weak. “I wanted you to wear one of the t-shirts.”

“T-shirts? What t-shirts?”

“Company shirts. I had them made up,” his uncle replied. “They’re in the cabinet.”

Gio looked across the room to the old metal storage cabinet leaning against the wall, yet another relic from a past age. “Okay, but can I ask why? When’d you start wearing t-shirts?”

“Oh ... oh, recent. This salesman came through, and I thought it was a good idea. It’ll identify all of us. You’ll wear one, right?”

The spiral phone cord wound around Gio’s thumb, cutting off circulation. No one anywhere else probably has a phone like this either. He freed his throbbing digit.

“Sure. Sure. I’ll wear the shirt. Now, you should go off to bed, so you can get better.” And come back to work because I’m not doing this again.

His uncle grunted. “I will. Thank you so much, Nephew.”

Gio sighed. “Anytime.”

The line clicked, and Gio set down the phone. Then rising from his chair, he wandered to the cabinet. He jiggled the handle to unstick it and yanked it open. His eyes fell on the stacks of fluorescent pink cloth, and his face heated. Pink? Pink? 

He grabbed one and shook it out. “Oh my God!”
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“Dale, it’s me. I know I’ve called already, but you didn’t answer. I’m halfway there. Call me when you get this. Please?” Sergeant winced at her own voice. I sound desperate. So much for Cindy’s suggestion to be intimidating.

She tossed the phone into the passenger seat and concentrated on the road. The Jeep’s headlights cut through the remaining darkness leaving yellow swaths on the pavement.

Why was she so eager to have Dale there? He’d asked her out initially and seemed friendly, easy to talk to. Over time, they’d discovered they had a lot in common, similar likes and dislikes. Yet lately, she saw so little of him. He’d thought she was nuts for even wanting to do this.

“A balloon ride?” The lines on his face had registered his surprise. “As in hot air?”

Instantly, she’d felt stupid. “I’ve always wanted to go up,” she’d said, “and I heard this place will fly near the mountain if you pay enough.”

“The mountain?” 

He’d said that like it was diseased.

“Well, yeah. My dad used to take me there, and I’ve been gone so long. I thought it’d be a nice way to see it.”

In the end, he’d agreed, but his actions belied his words. Plus, now, he wasn’t answering the phone.

“So help me if he stands me up ...” She let the thought trail away.

Dawn crept over the horizon, a faint flush of white light, followed by clouds limned in pink. Minutes later, the sun arrived in all its brilliance. Beaming across a cloudless sky, it pierced her eyes, and she flipped down the visor. It promised to be a spectacular day, perfect for viewing the mountain. 

A thrill tingled through her hands, and she gripped the wheel tighter. If only Dad could be here to go with her, that would make this day so much sweeter. His loss sat hard on her heart. Though he’d been gone five years now, sometimes
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