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Fly On

By Kenny Miller

––––––––

To My Buddy Scott.

The sky was our limit
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Chance Mikelson had gotten pretty good at living a smaller life. That wasn’t something he ever thought he’d say.

There had been a time—not all that long ago—when “smaller” wasn’t even in his vocabulary. Back then, life meant long runways in strange countries, jet fuel smell in the air, and the kind of decisions that didn’t come with second chances.

Now it meant coffee in a chipped mug and a slow Nebraska morning. He stood at the kitchen window of his Lincoln apartment, watching a light wind move through the tops of the trees across the street. This was the kind of wind that didn’t do much except remind you the world was still turning.

It was early. Quiet. Chance liked it that way.

Behind him, the coffee maker gave a tired little gurgle like it was thinking about quitting. It steamed and hissed. Chance poured himself a cup anyway and took it black. Always had. Some habits stuck.

Others... didn’t.

He took a sip and leaned against the counter. His back still reminded him, now and then, that he’d been through more than most men his age. Not sharp pain. Just a dull, steady whisper.

"You’re not twenty anymore," he whispered to himself. He could live with that.

What he didn’t think about—and made a point not to think about—was Africa. A dusty runway. A brown boy with reddish hair who didn’t belong anywhere except next to him.

That was a door he kept shut.

And he was good at keeping it that way. A soft knock came from the bedroom doorframe.

“You’re up early,” she said.

Chance turned. Dindy stood there wrapped in one of his old shirts, her hair still carrying the shape of sleep. She had a way about her—steady, real. Very sexy but not complicated. That was something he’d come to appreciate more than he used to.

“Couldn’t sleep,” he said.

“You say that a lot.”

He gave her a shrug. “Habit I guess.”

She studied him for a moment, the way she sometimes did, like she was reading something just under the surface.

“You going to walk to the store today?” she asked.

“Yeah. Thought I might.”

“Good,” she said. “You need it. You need some sunshine and fresh air."

He nodded. She wasn’t wrong. She crossed the room, poured herself coffee, and leaned beside him at the window. For a moment, neither of them said anything. It was comfortable silence. The kind you don’t rush.

“You ever miss it?” she asked.

Chance didn’t look at her. “Miss what?”

“All of it. The flying. The... everything you never really talk about.”

He took another sip of coffee, buying himself a second.

“Some of it,” he said finally. “Not all.”

She nodded like that was enough. Maybe it was.

They stood there a while longer before she drifted back toward the bedroom, leaving him alone again with the quiet and the window and the part of his life he didn’t visit.

Chance set the empty mug in the sink and reached for his jacket. Time for his walk. The air outside had a little bite to it.

Nebraska had a way of holding onto the night longer than it needed to. Chance pulled his jacket a little tighter and started down the sidewalk, his steps slow but steady.

He didn’t go far these days. A few blocks. Maybe more if his back cooperated.

He used to be he could cross continents and oceans in a day. Now he measured distance in mailboxes. Funny how that worked.

He passed the same houses he always did. Same cars. Same quiet routines. A man watering a lawn that didn’t need it. A dog barking like it had something important to say.

This was normal life he told himself and he liked it.

His cellphone buzzed.

Chance stopped.

He didn’t get many calls. The people who knew him either knew better or knew where to find him. He pulled the phone from his pocket and looked at the screen.

Unknown number.

He almost let it go. Almost.

Something—maybe instinct, maybe something deeper—made him answer.

“Yeah?”

There was a pause. Not the kind where someone was fumbling with a phone.

The kind where someone was deciding whether to speak.

“You get me tomorrow at old feet.”

The voice was young. Careful and carrying something underneath it. Chance knew instantly who it was.

"Angles?" Chance asked.

Chance felt his chest tighten just a little.

Then the voice came back, quieter this time.

“You say... if I ever got out... I find you.”

Chance didn’t move.

“Where are you?” he said.

"America," Angles answered.

"But where in America?" Chance asked.

A small exhale came through the ph

“I with Andrews. Mr. Dallas found you and sent me owar plane to Andrew and tomorrow, I on another war plane for old feet. You come get me.”

"Old feet? Where is old feet?" Chance asked.

"Near Omnahaw," Angles answered.

"You mean Offutt Air Base?" Chance asked.

"Yes. Yes. Old feet air base."

Chance knew that would be difficult for him. You just don't show up at Offutt and meet a flight without all kinds of clearances. He was pretty sure he wouldn't get past the main gate.

"I'm not sure I could get past the main gate, buddy." Chance said.

"You do," Angles answered. "Mr. Dallas leave package at gate. You come. You see."

"Ok buddy, we'll give it a try. When does your plane land here?"

"Plane come afternoon. No no when." Angles answered,

"OK, well if I am not there, sit tight."

"How I sit tight?"

"Just wait until I find you, OK?

“Okay,” Angles said.

Chance ended the call and stood there for one more second. Good Lord, he thought, how will I deal with this!
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He didn't tell Dindy about all of this. Hell, he didn't know what to think about all of this. What was he supposed to do? He had made a promise a few years ago, and now the promise is coming due.

His mind whirred and ached at the same time.

He started the car and pulled out of the driveway and stopped at the light. Right turn on 48th. Street, straight ahead and under the railroad in a few blocks. Another critical light at Cornhusker Highway. Right turn on Cornhusker.

He missed looking at the shops and the buzzing life around him as he drove his old Ford toward a new destiny or maybe another disaster. Nothing made sense right now. He was just following orders again.

The big green sign with white letters soon pointed him in the right direction. Omaha. Next right.

He turned the car onto the entrance ramp and accelerated. His mind suddenly shifted. Power up. Airspeed alive. Steering. V1. Rotate. Gear up. Flaps up. The heavens were ahead.

The old Ford blended into the traffic.

Omaha was only 38 miles ahead, and he wasn't really going that far. He would turn off at the Highway 370 exit. That would take him to Bellevue. Then, another right turn on 75 would take him to Offutt. "Old foot" he whispered. A smile finally came across his face. That was the first one since the call.

He really did like the kid. He liked his charm. He liked his smile. He even liked his daily scamming, which always made things interesting.

He wondered how much of that the kid still had, or was he a casualty of the coop? Worse, would he blame him for leaving him behind? His dad did. His mom did. The only person in that hellhole who kept tabs on him was the hotel cook and not because he had any love for him. The cook raped him. That's why Angles chose to live in a tree like a leopard.

Maybe there was a search for some redemption going on between Chance's ears. Some things are bigger than us and hard to understand. Some things are beyond our control. Was this one of them?

It wouldn't be long before he would find out.

"Can I see your pass, please?" The Air Force guard asked as he stopped Chance at the main gate.

"I don't have a pass," Chance answered. "I am supposed to meet a flight from Andrews and pick up a passenger. I was told a package would be waiting here for me."

"Do you have any identification with you?"

"Here's my driver’s license, Chance said as he handed the license to the guard. The guard took the license and pointed toward some nearby parking places.

"Ok, Sir. Pull through the gate and park over there. Please stay in your car," the guard instructed.

Chance pulled into the parking place and shut off the car. He could watch the guardhouse in his rearview mirror. A few minutes went by, and another guard came out of the guardhouse and walked towards the car. He was holding a large brown envelope.

"Here's your license and package sir," the guard said as he handed both to Chance. Chance opened the package. There were several documents inside and clipped to the front was an agency identification. It had been a while since he had one of those to show.

Chance gave the ID to the guard.

"OK sir, do you know where the terminal is?"

Chance shook his head, and the guard gave him directions. He helped Chance back out and gave him a snappy salute. Chance was finally on the base.

Offutt isn't O'Hare or even Eppley. It's a military base, and its most important feature is buried. It's called the "Underground Command Center," and it is the beating heart of the Strategic Air Command, "StratCom" for short.

There are not a lot of flights coming in and out of Offutt. The most famous birds are a Boeing 747 flying command center and an older Boeing 720 which was dubbed "Looking Glass," which was in the air constantly during the Cold War and had the ability to launch nuclear weapons once the President gave the order. 

You might also see some Navy and Marine aircraft and once in a while, a bird from a NATO country flew in. Other than that, Offutt hosted routine traffic bringing in and taking out airmen and, today, a young African civilian.

As Chance drove through the base, he couldn't help notice how calm and orderly it looked—like a peaceful college campus. The dorms or barracks all looked the same, and they blended into one another. The base had Capehart housing, named after a politician who promoted family living on the base.

Mixed in, and a bit closer to the action, was the terminal. It was nothing like the glitzy, flashy terminal building at nearby Eppley. You weren't going on vacation here. You were ordered in and ordered out. No glitz required. No big parking garages required either. For most flights, it might be a zero sum gain or loss. Five dropped. Five picked up. Refuel. Go.

There were no arrival and departure screens either. They simply were not necessary so Chance would have to guess or ask someone.

"Do you know if a flight from Edwards has landed?" Chance asked a guard.

"No, but the guys over there will know," the guard said as he pointed toward what someone would likely call a bagged claim area.

Chance walked over to the area and looked for the airman with the most stripes. "Do you know if the Edwards flight has landed?" Chance asked.

'He's on approach," the airman told him.

"Thanks!" Chance said as he turned and walked toward the door leading to the ramp. There were plenty of big windows on that side of the building and a row of seats, but Chance walked up the windows. This was the first time he had been in a terminal since the disaster flight.

"Terminal," he whispered. "What a lousy word to use for an airport building."

The sky wasn't blue today. There was a wispy layer of stratus clouds at about 30,000 or so feet. Still, the day was sunny. He looked at the windsock. It was pretty limp and didn't really favor which direction the plane would approach the runway. 

Finally, off in the distance, he could see lights. Even though the sun was soft, he could see a gray transport approaching from the Iowa side of the runway. In a couple of minutes, the 130 touched down and turned off the runway onto a taxiway and then to the ramp with its nose aimed right at the terminal and Chance.

"What the hell am I going to say?" Chance whispered. "About time? Go Big Red? How was your flight? Where's your stuff?"

What would Angles look like anyway? He would be taller. Still have reddish hair. Probably skinny. And a great big smile.

The plane parked in front of him. The four jet props slowed down to a stop. A fuel truck pulled up. And finally, the back door opened. About 20 people got out. Nineteen looked like they knew what they were doing and where they were going. They were all dressed alike in Air Force uniforms and carrying Air Force duffle bags.

Passenger 20 just stood there for a second. He looked out over the base. He raised his head and closed his eyes. He sniffed the air. Then he turned and followed the others.

He stopped and looked at different things as he moved towards the terminal. His mouth was open. His eyes were as big as the sites. He wasn't in Africa anymore. Then he bumped into someone.

His smile went from one ear to the other. 

"Pilot!" he hollered. He grabbed Chance and hugged him.

"Did you have a good trip?" Chance asked.

"Yes, yes!"

"Well here is a present you'll need to put on so ditch the coat and shirt," Chance said.

Angles took the package. He ripped his coat and shirt off and put a brand new red Go Big Red shirt on.

"Much better," Chance said as the boy continued to grin. He danced a little.

"Welcome home to Nebraska, buddy. Welcome to a new life and freedom."
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Chance Mikelson hadn't been on the flight line at Offutt Air Force Base in years. The smell hit him first. Jet fuel. Funny how some things never leave you. 

He stood near the edge of the ramp, hands in his jacket pockets, watching a gray military transport taxi toward a distant parking spot. Dallas's envelope had done its magic. 

The guards at the gate had checked his driver's license, made a couple of phone calls, and suddenly people were treating him like he belonged there. He wasn't sure he did.

The transport rolled to a stop. A stairway was pushed into place. Airmen moved around the airplane doing whatever airmen always seemed to be doing. 

Chance waited. And waited. Then he saw him. The kid who came down the stairs wasn't really a kid anymore. Taller. Thinner. Older. But there was no mistaking the reddish hair. 

Angles stepped onto the Nebraska concrete and looked around carefully. Not scared. Not nervous. Evaluating. His eyes finally landed on Chance. He stopped. For a moment, neither of them moved. Then Chance raised one hand. 

Angles broke into a grin. A second later he was jogging across the ramp. “Chance!” The old pilot smiled despite himself. “Hey, buddy.” Angles stopped in front of him. “You old.” Chance laughed. 

“Good to see you too.” “You much old.” “Careful.” Angles shook his head. “You look like grandfather.” 

“You're buying your own lunch.” Angles laughed. 

For a second, neither said anything. The important thing was simple. Both of them had survived. 

“Come on,” Chance said. “Where?” “Lincoln.” “America Lincoln?” Chance shook his head. “No. Nebraska Lincoln.” 

A few minutes later, they rolled through the gate and headed west on Interstate 80. Angles sat quietly for almost ten miles. 

Finally, he spoke. “Where all people?” “What do you mean?” “In America.” 

Chance laughed. “Buddy, there are people everywhere.” Angles pointed out the window. “I see four.” 

“That's because you're in Nebraska.” Angles stared out at another endless field. 

“All Nebraska look same.” 

“Pretty much.” A few miles later Angles pointed again. 

“What that?” 

“A grain elevator.” “For airplane?” 

“No.” 

“Then why elevator?” 

“That's actually a pretty good question.” Near Gretna they passed a large red barn with TRUMP painted across the roof. 

“Who Trump?” Angles asked. 

Chance groaned. “Oh boy.” A few exits later Chance pulled into a Runza parking lot. 

“What Run..Runza?” 

“Nebraska food.” Chance said.

“Nebraska have own food?” 

“Apparently.” Inside, Angles studied his meal suspiciously. “What inside.?"

“Beef. Cabbage. Onions.” 

“Inside bread?” 

“Yep.” 

“Why?” 

“Because somebody looked at a sandwich and decided it wasn't complicated enough.” Angles took a bite. Then another. Half the Runza disappeared. 

“Good?” Chance asked. “America finally do something right.” Back on Interstate 80, the miles slipped away. Near Lincoln, Angles leaned forward. 

“That your city?” 

Chance looked ahead. Lincoln. Home. 

“Yeah,” he said. 

“Home.” Angles smiled. “Good.” Chance tightened his hands on the steering wheel. For the first time in a very long while, the future felt bigger than the past. They drove on toward Lincoln. Together.
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