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Chapter 1
High Flight
January 1958

Otto was flying.

The thing was, he couldn’t tell what sort of aircraft he was in. He usually knew. Pilots had to. He had flown a number of types over the years, but the instruments and controls, while recognizable as such, were not at all familiar to him.

He ran through some options in his head, peering through the windscreen to an opaque white world. He was either in dense fog or a whiteout. It was hard to tell which. And another thing was, he didn’t remember getting into the aircraft. It was as if he had come to from either being unconscious or asleep, and there he was, seated at the controls of a mystery aircraft.

Well, first things first, Kerchner, he told himself. Are you right side up and in a stable configuration? In these conditions, he knew he couldn’t trust his senses. He checked what looked like his artificial horizon, and yes, everything looked good. A gauge next to it indicated he was at 10,000 feet. Good. Unless he was over the Himalayas, he was all right. Next, power. Two big round RPM indicators. His ears told him the engines were running smoothly and strongly.

All right, then. Location. A glowing blank blue rectangle about the size of a small cereal box sat in the middle of the instrument panel. He had to face it—he had no idea where he was. He wasn’t even sure how many engines he had. It sounded like two, but the clouds made it hard to tell. He could have been piloting a B-17 as he did during the war or a Beech twin like he did during his airline days. He couldn’t see far enough out each wing to even say what kind of engines they were except that he could tell by the sound they were big radials—Wrights or Pratt and Whitneys.

His check of instruments completed, he looked around the cockpit. The walls and racks were strangely devoid of detail, like a child’s rendering. It looked like the illustrations in the children’s books he used to read to the girls when they were younger. In fact, the whole cockpit had a kind of dreamy, cartoonish quality to it. Maybe he was in a cartoon…or a dream…or some sort of strange afterlife. Although this wasn’t like the afterlife experiences that came every time he had a close call with death. No, this was definitely more like a cartoon. He supposed that made him Bugs Bunny or one of the characters in Plane Crazy or one of those Disney training films they saw during the war. Maybe that was an influence. Maybe he’d wake up soon and tell Betty all about it, and they’d have a good laugh. Yes, that was it.

Otto flew along for a while and then decided he needed to see what was below him. He set up a slow spiral descent, noticing that the white blankness outside his windows remained the same. It was like descending through clouds to the base in England…except that there he knew what to expect when he broke through the cloud base. Here…maybe he would just spiral into the ground. Well, he had to do something.

He lowered through the opaque whiteness, ever alert for the sight of anything, good or bad. He watched the altimeter carefully, and when it reached one thousand feet, he flattened his descent. The mist outside brightened gradually, and when he reached five hundred feet, he broke out of the overcast.

The landscape below looked familiar. It wasn’t Wisconsin, exactly, although it did resemble the rolling hills and pastureland of his boyhood home. It looked like…it looked like England, and as he soared over church and steeple, meadow and river, he was certain. It was England, and it was the same area he had flown in during the war. But what was he doing here? He had never wanted to go back, not anytime soon anyhow. He dropped lower, and the landscape began to look even more familiar.

In a flash of recognition, he knew where he was. He was just inland from the Channel, near the airfield where he had crash landed years before. As the aircraft bore on (and he still could not tell what he was flying), he saw an airfield a distance ahead. He broke out into a cold sweat. He had a bad feeling about how this was going to turn out.

He came in over the outer marker, and he could see the fire trucks and ambulances waiting for him. As he came down the runway, he saw them rolling to the other end. As he continued to watch, a bright flash erupted, and a black column of smoke arose. As he flew over the source of the smoke and fire, he saw it was coming from a B-17. No, not a B-17, but his B-17. The Mata Maria lay crumpled on the runway, engulfed in flames. As he watched, crash trucks rolled up to the wreck. Crew members jumped out and ran toward the flaming bomber. Otto smiled grimly. He knew who they had come to rescue. And he knew how it was going to turn out. He pulled his cartoon airship into a climb, back into the overcast, back to the whiteout and quiet oblivion.

***

Otto felt as if he were swimming up through some kind of liquid, upward toward—what? He didn’t know, but he kept moving upward, languidly, in slow motion. The sensation was a pleasant one, so he took his time, rising silently, impelled by an unseen force. He looked around and saw a bright golden luminosity stretching in every direction. The material above him brightened as if it were becoming thinner. Suddenly, he felt as if someone or something had taken hold of his shoulder and was shaking it. He could see nothing around him, and the sensation increased as he rose higher. He felt the substance fall away as he came to the surface, but the shaking continued. He faintly heard someone calling his name. “Otto…Otto…”

“Yes,” he mumbled. “Who is it?”

He opened his eyes as Mata’s concerned face came into focus. “Otto, you were having a dream. Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” he said, shaking his head to clear the cobwebs. “Give me a minute.” He sat back and collected his thoughts. They came into focus after a few seconds. He knew where he was—aboard a Northwest Airlines flight from Milwaukee to New York City with his family and Tom and Susan Durham and Polly from the fixed base operation. After first thinking of the idea years earlier, even before Tom and Mata had met, they were on their way to see the sights of the city and experience the shopping and shows they had all heard about for years. Otto had a brief visit to New York when he came through on his way home from the war, but he certainly didn’t consider that a pleasurable event. He was only passing through then, and he reflected for a moment how much had changed in the thirteen years that had passed: he had married Betty; they had their twins, Maria and Marion; Mata had married Pete; and they’d had their two children. Then there was the stint in Korea, the acquisition of the baseball team, the mob threats, Pete’s sudden death and the investigation, bringing his killers to justice, the various traumas the girls suffered, and all the rest. They had been through a lot, but they were still standing. They all deserved a break, and this was it.

“What were you dreaming about, Otto?” Mata still looked concerned.

“It’s hard to explain.”

“Try me.”

“Well, I dreamed I was at the controls of an airplane, and I didn’t know what kind it was or where I was or what was happening. I let down through the overcast, and I was over the field where I crashed. I saw the Mata Maria on fire and crash trucks speeding toward it. Then you rudely awakened me.”

Mata reached over and took his hand. “It must have been difficult, recalling that.”

Otto sighed. “Yes, I keep revisiting it all these years later. I wonder what it means.”

Mata smiled. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

The pilot’s voice came over the intercom. “Passengers, we will soon begin our descent into Idlewild Airport. Please make sure your seat belts are fastened and your trays are in the upright and locked position. The temperature on the ground is a chilly thirty-two degrees. We’ll be at the terminal in about ten minutes. Thank you for flying Northwest. Stewardesses, please assume your positions for landing.”

Otto looked over at Betty. “Big Apple, here we come!”

She smiled. “I hope they’re ready for us!”

“Ready or not, here we come!”

The DC 6B let down through an overcast. Otto watched the scene white out and remembered the last time he had been in New York under very different circumstances. Life moves on, he thought, and I’m glad it does. New York, here I come.



Chapter 2
On Broadway
January 1958

The eight Wisconsinites huddled together against the sharp winds that blew down the stone canyons of lower Broadway. “I’m glad we’re used to cold weather,” Mata said through chattering teeth. “Where’s the theater?”

“It’s right down here,” Tom indicated, taking her by the arm. She smiled and snuggled up to him. They had walked the ten blocks from their hotel, but Otto thought they would definitely take a cab back. The group rapidly covered the block to the theater and pushed through the doors into the lobby of the Winter Garden Theater. They had hoped to see Annie Get Your Gun, but it was no longer playing on Broadway. They decided to take a chance on a new musical, West Side Story. Polly, who kept up with such things, had read that it was based on Romeo and Juliet and a book by Arthur Laurents with music by Leonard Bernstein. Betty had written for tickets in November, and they had come in December. She fished them out of her purse while the group took off their coats and checked them. Marion and Maria looked around in wonder. “Mommy, this looks like a palace!” Marion exclaimed. “Are there any princesses here?”

“The only princesses I see are the two of you,” Mata smiled. “Are you excited to be here?”

They nodded in unison. “Oh, yes!”

With their coats checked, Betty distributed the tickets, holding on to the ones for the girls. They went up red-carpeted steps to the ticket stations. Uniformed ushers took their tickets and handed each person a program. They walked through the doors into the theater, trying not to gape at the decorated ceiling and row upon row of upholstered seats. Otto emitted a low whistle. “This ain’t the Pioneer Lake Rialto, is it?”

“I’d say not,” Betty answered.

Another usher with a flashlight looked at their ticket stubs. “If you folks will follow me, I’ll show you to your seats.” They trooped down the aisle behind him. He indicated eight seats orchestra right in the third row. Otto filed in first, then the girls and Betty, followed by Polly, Mata, and Tom. They sat and looked around.

“Will the show start soon?” Maria wanted to know.

“Yes. A man will come out into that area in front of us called an orchestra pit. He will conduct some people who play instruments, and they’ll do some music called an overture before the actual musical. You can watch for that.”

The girls nodded and sat up straight in their seats. Their eyes shone, and they couldn’t seem to stop smiling. After a few minutes, the lights dimmed slowly, and the theater quieted. The director came out to applause and bowed to the audience. “Mommy, why are we clapping for that man?”

“He’s the conductor, so we’re recognizing his ability and position by applauding.”

The girls nodded and clapped harder. The conductor stepped to the podium, and the musicians rose. He tapped his baton on the music stand, and they sat. An oboe sounded an “A,” and the orchestra tuned briefly and then fell silent. The conductor raised his baton and brought it down, and the first notes of the overture washed over the theater. Otto looked down the line. Everyone was sitting back with broad smiles on their faces. Yes, this is it, he thought. This is good.

***

The performers took their last bows to a wildly applauding house. Otto’s row was on their feet, clapping and whistling. The girls jumped up and down with excitement. The applause died down gradually, and as the lights came back up, the audience filed out, talking excitedly.

The group from Wisconsin gathered in the lobby. “So what did you think?” Mata asked Marion and Maria.

“It was so good!” Marion exclaimed. “It was fun and sad at the same time. I cried when they died at the end, but then they came back to life to come out on stage. It was the best thing I’ve ever seen!”

“I liked the singing and dancing,” Maria added. “They were all so good!”

Otto and Tom retrieved their coats, and everyone bundled up to face the cold again. They mixed into the crowd trailing through the doors. Those on the sidewalks gestured for taxis. Tom stepped out into the street and flagged one down. They bundled the women and girls into it. “We’ll walk back,” he told them. “We’ll see you at the hotel.”

“It’s freezing,” Mata told him. “Get another cab!”

“I don’t see another one free. We’ll have a tailwind. We’ll be fine. I don’t expect there are any bears roaming the streets around here.” He shut the door and turned to Otto. “Let’s walk!”

The two friends walked rapidly back along the sidewalk. “Helps to have a tailwind!” Otto laughed.

“That’s what I told Mata.”

“It’ll blow us all the way back.”

“Yep. Better than a headwind.”

“Second that motion.”

“Yeah. Literally.”

After a short walk, Otto and Tom came to the hotel and went into the lobby. The rest of their party was waiting there with their coats still on. They all quickly warmed up and shed their coats. “So did everyone have a good time?”

“It was wonderful!” Polly exclaimed, her eyes shining. “I hope we can see another one!”

“I only got tickets for this one,” Betty sighed. “We can see the sights and shop and maybe come back soon and see another one.”

“I would love that!” Mata had her arm around Tom.

“All right, everyone upstairs. Time for bed.” Betty led the girls to the elevator.

“Don’t you mean ‘up elevator’?” Otto asked.

“Whatever, mister. Let’s go!”

He offered Betty his arm. “Shall we?” They stepped into the car and were whisked away.



Chapter 3
Babes in the Woods
January 1958

The group met the next morning in the hotel dining room for breakfast. When they were all seated at a large round table and had ordered, Mata addressed the group. “All right, everyone, Betty and I have taken your expressed desires into account and have determined our itinerary for today. The ladies will undertake a shopping expedition to Macy’s this morning while Otto and Tom go on a pilgrimage to Lindbergh’s jumping-off place at Roosevelt Field on Long Island. There’s not much left there, but you wanted to see the actual place, so here are your train tickets. You leave from Grand Central in an hour.”

Tom took the tickets and bowed in Mata’s direction. “We hear and gladly obey, but we will miss your delightful company.”

“You’d better, bud, if you know what’s good for you!”

They all laughed heartily and then settled down to their food, talking excitedly about their experience the night before and their plans for the coming day. Polly, in particular, was “over the moon,” as she liked to say, about the musical. “I can’t wait for an album to come out! And wouldn’t it be fabulous if they made a movie of it?”

“That’ll take years,” Otto mused.

“I can wait! Not patiently, but I can wait!”

Their meal finished, the women stood to leave for their shopping trip. “Daddy, do you want us to bring you anything?” Maria asked.

He lifted her in his arms. “Just you, Pumpkin!”

She squirmed to get down. “I’m yours anyhow! I was asking what you wanted that you didn’t have!”

Otto stood still for a moment. “Not a thing,” he said quietly. “I have everyone—and everything—I need right here with me.”

Betty came over and kissed him. “You guys have fun. We’ll meet you back here after lunch, rest a bit, and then go the Natural History Museum. I hear there are some of your women who want to see the dinosaurs there.”

“Oh, yes, yes, please!” Maria and Marion exclaimed together. “We really want to!”

“It’s settled then. Everyone be careful, and we’ll see you in a few hours.” Otto and Tom watched the women leave but lingered at the table. Otto signaled the waiter, who came promptly. “Refills on our coffee, please.” He turned to Tom. “So enjoying yourself so far?”

“Oh, yes. I’ve never been here, but I’ve read so much about it that I feel I have. Of course, reading is no substitute. It’s all I thought it would be and more.”

Otto nodded.

“You haven’t told me much about your experience here during the war.”

“There’s not much to tell. I disembarked from the transport, got on a bus, was driven to the self-same Grand Central, and boarded a hospital train for Boston. It wasn’t particularly glamorous or exciting. Sorry, I don’t have more to tell.”

Tom smiled sympathetically. “It must have been difficult and lonely.”

Otto looked at his hands. “It was, but I was on my way home. That thought alone was balm for my body and soul.”

Tom studied the coffee remaining in his cup. “I admire your courage and perseverance. You came a long way back to where you are now.”

“Thanks, Tom. I had a lot of help from friends and family…and from God.”

Tom nodded. “I’m so pleased to be a part of your family. You all have transformed my life—and Susan’s.”

“We’re so glad that you’re a part of us now.” Otto glanced at his watch. “We’d better get going. If we miss the train, we’ll have to deal with Mata, and I know neither one of us wants that.”

Tom stood up. “You got that right, my friend. ‘Once more, good friends, into the breach!’”

Otto joined him, saying, “For God and country!”

***

Tom and Otto strode down the sidewalk, arriving at the hotel entrance the same time that a cab pulled up and discharged Mata, Betty, and the rest of the women. Tom held the door for them. They hugged, and Otto observed, “The five of you piling out of that cab looked like one of those clown cars in the circus where the clowns just keep coming.”

“Are you saying we’re clowns?” Mata smiled.

“Well, there are certain similarities.”

“In that case, send in the clowns.”

“That’s catchy, Mata. It would make a great song.”

“Nah, I don’t think so.”

Tom put his arm around Mata’s shoulders. “How did the shopping go?”

Betty gestured to the array of bags the cabbie had arranged along the sidewalk. “From the looks of this, I’d say we had a very successful morning. Macy’s is a fabulous store. They have a tea room where we had lunch, and a bakery, and all kinds of things.”

“Yes!” Marion exclaimed. “We had so much fun! And next we want to go to FAO Schwarz! It looks so exciting in the articles.”

“We can do that tomorrow, Princess,” Betty assured her. “We’ll rest for a while and then go to the museum to see the dinosaurs.”

Marion and Maria jumped and clapped. “Yay! Dinosaurs!”

“All right,” Betty told them. “Rest first, then dinosaurs. Upstairs, everyone.”

“You don’t have to ask twice,” Otto murmured. “And we’ll see what happens after that.” He winked at Betty and patted her on the bottom.

“Oh, you,” Betty laughed and led the way to the elevator.



Chapter 4
The Way Back
January 1958

The drone of four engines filled the cabin of the Northwest DC-6B as Otto looked across at his family on the same row. Maria sat beside him and Marion across the aisle next to her mother. Both girls were asleep, worn out from four days in the big city. Otto smiled at Betty across the aisle.

Tom, Mata, Polly, and Susan occupied the row of seats behind them. Otto looked back quickly and saw that Tom and Mata were asleep, leaning on each other and holding hands. Polly and Susan were likewise asleep. So he and Betty were the only ones still awake. In truth, Otto did not want to have another dream like the one he’d had on the inbound flight. While it wasn’t overtly disturbing, the experience was one he didn’t care to repeat.

He looked out the window at the landscape far below. Farms and pastureland scrolled by, with roads cutting straight across from horizon to horizon, usually running parallel to rail lines. Every once in a while, Otto saw a train far below, occasionally one pulled by a steam loco, but more often powered by diesel. It was the coming thing, Otto thought, just like jets for airlines. He had read that in December, Boeing had test flown a prototype of a four-engine passenger jet based on the B-52. It was probably only a matter of time before jets dominated the industry. He quickly pushed the thought aside. He was out of the airline business, but he still wondered what it would be like to fly a big jet. He supposed he would never find out, and that was all right with him.

Otto felt his ears pop. They had started their descent into Minneapolis. The intercom came to life: “Folks, we’ve started our descent into Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport, where it’s a cold twenty degrees but feels like zero. Your Minneapolis crew is used to this, and if you’re coming home, you are, too. If you’re visiting, stick around for summer, which consists of July around here.” No one in the cabin laughed at his attempt at humor. Otto groaned. Stick to getting us down safely, fella, he thought.

“We’ll be landing in about fifteen minutes, so sit back, relax, and we’ll do the rest. Thanks for flying Northwest, and we hope to see you again real soon.”

Otto felt the familiar turns of an approach pattern as the big silver and blue aircraft slid toward the ground. The changes in direction awoke all the sleepers. The girls always woke up slowly, stretching and yawning like a couple of cats. Betty talked, to them in low tones, while in the row behind them, Otto could hear Mata, Tom, Susan and Polly talking among themselves. Almost there, he thought. Time to get this crew back where they belonged. The trip had been incredible, but he was eager to get back to the routine. December had been full of events and surprises and, of course, included Christmas. Then January brought the trip, so it had been a while since they’d had a “normal” week. Whatever “normal” was, Otto thought with a smile.

The familiar skyline of the Twin Cities came into view off the starboard wing. Otto never tired of the view from the air, and this approach was no exception. The big airliner came in smoothly onto the runway and taxied to the terminal. Otto’s group moved down the aisle. The pilots stood at the cockpit door, and while Otto did not know them by name, they recognized him. “Major Kerchner! A pleasure to have you fly with us,” the pilot said.

“Thank you for a good flight.”

The pilots tipped their caps. “Hope to see you again soon, Major.”

Otto and his crew descended the steps to the terminal and went to the baggage claim. A porter loaded their bags onto a cart, and they followed him to a ramp area where Otto had left the 310. While it was rated for six adults, the girls fit comfortably into the space. Otto checked with the ground crew, which had pre-flighted the aircraft, did his walk around with Tom, made sure everyone was secure in the cabin, buckled himself in, and started the engines. He called the tower for clearance, taxied out, and took off into a clear blue sky. They were on their way home.

***

Otto walked into the office the next morning to find Mata already hard at work. “Good morning, sister of mine. You’re here early.”

Mata gestured at a stack of papers. “Yes, I have to pay the piper for being away. The bills keep coming.”

Otto poured himself a cup of coffee and sat down. “Well, you can pay the Piper as long as you pay the Cessna, too. Sky King needs his airplane.” Mata grimaced, which was exactly the reaction Otto was looking for. He sat down. “Did you enjoy our little trip?”

She smiled. “Always with the puns. You’re incorrigible. It was wonderful. To be with the people I love most in such an exciting place was a dream come true.”

“So what’s next?”

“I haven’t done much with the pilot’s shop since we set it up. I’d like to expand it to clothing and accessories, maybe try to appeal more to ladies. And I’ve been thinking of setting up another shop in town.”

“Who would run it?”

“Polly’s sister Susan is looking for something different to do. I don’t think she was cut out to be a bank teller. While she does a good job there, she would be ideal as a store manager.”

“Well, then, go for it. I’m continually amazed by how you keep the wheels turning.”

Mata gazed out the window. “I’d also like to set up a design studio—that is, if Pioneer Lake is ready for it.”

“Somehow, I think you’ll make them ready. How are the wedding plans coming?”

“We’ve set the date and talked to Dr. Tucker. I’ve contacted the social committee about the reception, and Betty and I are going to Minneapolis next month for me to pick out a gown.”

“Sounds like you have matters well in hand.”

She smiled. “Yes, I’m so happy, and Tom is so wonderful to me. There’s still a tiny bit of me that grieves for Pete, and probably there always will be, but I’m ready to move on.”

Otto came over and embraced her. “We’re so happy for you. I know it will be a wonderful wedding.”

Mata wiped her eyes. “I certainly hope so. Now leave me alone. I have work to do.”

Otto threw up his hands. “As in all other matters, I hear and obey, madame.” He went into his office and took up the report on FBO operations from the previous quarter.



Chapter 5
Matters of the Heart
February 1958

Otto came into the kitchen to see the table covered with red construction paper, white paper doilies, glue bottles, and scissors. Marion and Maria concentrated on cutting heart shapes from the paper. Betty sat at the end of the table with a bemused expression. “Well! What’s going on here?”

Marion glanced at him sideways. “We’re making valentines for our class, Daddy. What else would we be doing this time of year?”

He sat down. “I don’t know. Making decorations for the stable?”

Maria held up a large heart shape. “This is going to be Pony Boy’s valentine.”

“So ponies get valentines? Is mine as big as his?”

“You’re not as big as he is, Daddy. You’re so silly.”

Otto went over and poured a cup of coffee. “I see you have this project well in hand. I’m going over to put in some flying time.”

Betty smiled. “Now, there’s a surprise.”

He kissed her on the cheek. “I might find a valentine surprise myself while I’m out.”

“I’d like that.”

“So would I. You kids have fun.”

Otto walked the short distance to the airfield, pulled the Cub out of its hangar, and checked it over. He strapped in, started the engine, and soon pulled into the clear air. Conditions were CAVU—ceiling and visibility unlimited—and the little yellow airplane soared through the clear blue sky. His other aircraft were faster, but there was just something about loafing above a familiar landscape that that acted as a balm to his spirit. He stayed up for an hour, taking a turn over town, running along the frozen river, and trailing the few trucks and cars that were out and about. He turned back to the field. “Olson Field to 57 Bravo.” It was Mata calling on the radio. He keyed the mic.

“Otto here, Mata. What’s up?”

“57 Bravo, you have a call. Olson Field, over.”

“Who is it?” Otto smiled at Mata’s insistence on correct radio protocol.

“57 Bravo, it’s General Rackham, over.”

Otto felt a brief pang in his stomach. Rackham no doubt had another project for him, and he didn’t think Betty would like that at all. “I’ll be right down. Did he say what he wanted?”

“57 Bravo, another project, I think, over.”

Otto sighed. “See you on the ground. I’m out.”

“57 Bravo, Olson Field out.”

Otto glided the Cub in, made his way to the ramp, pushed the aircraft into the hangar, and walked to the office. Mata smiled at him. “Here’s the number. He said to call collect.”

“Thank you, sister. I think we can afford a call to Omaha.”

He went to his office and dialed the operator. He heard a series of clicks and pops and then a distant phone ringing. Rackham picked up on the third ring. “Rackham here. Sound off, airman!”

“Rip! It’s O.K.! How are you?”

“I’m the hell fine, Major! I got another job for you!”

“I’m listening.”

“Otto, we’re having a hell of a problem with our BUFF pilots flying these long missions. We need to do something about pilot fatigue, and we think you and your sister can help us out. What do you say?”

Otto hesitated. “I’ll say what I’ve always said. I’ll have to check with Betty. I’ll get back to you.”

“All right! Excellent. We can work it so you’re home most nights. Less disruption on the home front. Give me a blast with your answer as soon as you can.”

“Rip, you know I’m not rated on a multi-engine jet.”

“Hell, boy, you can fly anything. We’ll get you up to speed.”

“All right, Rip. I’ll get back to you.”

“I’ll be waiting. Rackham out!”

Otto shook his head as he put the phone back on its cradle. Here we go again, he thought. He’d tell Betty at lunch. That should be a pleasant occasion.

***

Otto walked back home through a brisk north wind. Mata had brought a sandwich so she could continue working. She waved at her brother as he went through the door. “Good luck, Major.”

“Thanks, sister. I’ll need it, I think.”

Betty had fixed soup and sandwiches and had them laid out on the table. She came over and gave Otto a hug and kiss and drew back immediately. “What’s wrong, flyboy?”

“Am I that transparent?”

“Your face is a book, as I’ve told you.”

“Sit down, Betty.”

She sat at her place, and he sat beside her, taking her hands in his. “Rip called a few minutes ago.”

She furrowed her brow.

“He wants me to help with another project.”

She nodded.

“I told him it was up to you. It wouldn’t involve being away from home that much.”

Betty sighed and squeezed his hands.

“So what do you think?”

“I think that these projects make you happy. And what makes you happy makes me happy.”

He kissed her. “You’re the best wife a fellow could hope for.”

She smiled. “Maybe you can show your gratitude later.”

“You can count on it.”

“All right! Let’s eat!” Otto and Betty ate lunch in silence. When he finished, he stood up. “Thank you for understanding.”

She came over and hugged him. “I’m with you, no matter what.”

“You always have been, my love.”

She smiled up at him. “And I always will be.”

Otto walked back over to the FBO office.

“So how’d it go?” Mata greeted him.

“Betty’s all for it.”

“Well, that’s a change from the other projects.”

Otto sat down at the table where she was working. “And one I’m glad of. I guess the next step is to call Rip and see what this job entails.

“I’m available to help, brother.”

“You always are. And I appreciate it.”

***

Otto called Rackham back when he returned from lunch. Rackham’s greeting over the phone still startled him so much so that he jumped when Rip boomed into the handset, “Rackham here, airman! Sound off!’

“It’s okay, Rip. Betty’s fine with me doing the project.”

“Outstanding! I like for my boys to be happy! Happy wives, happy boys! Everybody’s happy except for the pencil-pushers in Washington who exist to torture us working people. I swear, sometimes I think it would be worth it to deck one of those clowns. It would mean the end of my career, but then I could retire to Tahiti or someplace where they never heard the word ‘airplane’ or saw one, either. Do you ever feel like that?”

“No, sir, I love to fly. And I’m grateful there are men like you up the line to keep all that nonsense off our heads. I appreciate it, sir.”

Rackham blew out a sigh. “I’ve told you not to call me ‘sir,’ okay? You got that?”

“Yessir—yes, Rip, reading you five by five. So what’s this project about?”

“Okay, do you remember our little tea party with the ’36 drivers?”

“Sure do, Rip.”

Well, we’re having the same problem with the BUFF crews. Fatigue, boredom, lack of concentration, ennuiheck, I don’t know, maybe even a little mal de siècle.”

I didn’t know Rip knew French…or sociological history, Otto thought, but he kept silent and kept listening.

“So we need you and your sister to keep our boys on time, on target, and on task and keep them happy. Can you do that?”

“We’ll try, Rip.”

“All right, then. I’ll send some material up, and you and Mata get on it toot suit! You can work there, mostly, but I want you to ride with a BUFF crew and see what you think. You’ll get a kick out of it. It’s a far cry from the ’17.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“You heard right. I’ll get the material for you, and you’ll be set. Good to be working with you again, O.K.!”

“Same here, General. ’Bye now.”

“Soft air and easy landings to you, Otto! Rackham out!”

Otto put the phone back on its cradle and sat there for a moment. Well, this should be interesting, but then, it always was. He went out into the conference room to tell Mata about their latest project.

She looked up from her work. “So?”

“We don’t have to travel for this one, sis. We’re to improve the morale and performance of B-52 crews.”

“Simple.”

“Uh-huh. Someone thinks it is—for us.”

“Well, we’ll have to see how this one flies.”

“That’s funny.”

“Thanks. I’ll be here all week.”

***

Otto came in the next day to find Mata nearly hidden behind a huge stack of folders. “What’s this?”

She stood up so he could see her. “It’s the material from Rip. I’ll sort it out and index it and then go over it with you.”

“You do good work, sis. I don’t care what anyone else says.”

Mata made a face. “Give me their names and I’ll go speak to them.”

“I have no doubt you would. That’s why they must remain anonymous.”

“You’re full of it, brother.”

“I know.”

Otto went into his office and went through reports for an hour then went out to check on Mata. She had the folders stacked in several neat files and a few pages of notes. “So what’s the damage?” he asked.

She blew her hair out her face. “I think I have it. This stack pertains to the aircraft, this one to crew environment, this one to psychological and environmental factors, and this one, mission profiles.”

“Sounds like you’ve got it under control.”

“Lord, I hope so. Let’s go through them and see what we think.”

“I am for you, ma’am.”

“You’d better be.”



Chapter 6
Interim
March 1958

With the advent of early spring came warmer days, occasioning some thawing, but the weather always seemed to snap back cold, freezing the ground again. The residents and workers at Olson Field were used to the climate, but that didn’t make it any less cold. Otto would be glad when baseball season started again the next month, along with warmer weather.

Mata and Polly had found a vacant storefront downtown and made plans to open their pilot branch shop in April. Mata got her brothers’ crews to remodel the space for their needs—it had been a men’s haberdashery that went out of business when the owner died, and the sons were not interested in continuing the business. Some family businesses were like that, and some, like Rice’s Hardware, continued on generation after generation. It was nice to have that, Otto thought. He liked living in Pioneer Lake. He liked the climate, the people, the landscape, the pace of life. He loved everything about it. He knew there were people who retired down South, but most people he knew stayed there generation after generation. There was a reason for that. Even some of the young people who went to Minneapolis in search of glamor and better jobs usually came home after a few months. The old town wasn’t so bad after all.

This was a good time for Mata and Polly to expand the business. It was a slow month at the airport, and they were able to do a lot of cleaning and organizing and preparing for the air show, which started in May, and aviation camp in June.

Otto and Polly studied the material Rackham had sent them. After a week of consideration and discussion, they concluded that beyond changing the interior colors of the bomber and putting in thicker padding in the seats and bunks, there was little they could do. Otto called Rackham with their findings.

“Rip, we can’t come up with much to suggest.”

“Hell, O.K., you can do better than that.”

“We’ve done all we can, General.”

“You need to experience one of these missions. That’ll show you what we’re up against.”

“Sure. When do you want me to do that?”

“How about next Tuesday? Be down here Monday evening on the flight line by 5 pm for a briefing.”

“All right, Rip, I’ll fly down Monday afternoon.”

“We’ll have an early dinner, O.K. I got a few stories to tell you.”

“I look forward to it, Rip.”

“Rackham out!”

Otto went into the conference room. “So are we done?” Mata asked.

“Nah, Rip wouldn’t let us off the hook that easily.”

Mata sighed. “Somehow I knew that. “

“He wants me to come to Omaha to fly a mission.”

“Can I come along?”

“I don’t see why not. I’ll call him back and get you on.”

“Yet another adventure for us, brother.”

“Yes, I know.”

***

Otto and Mata stood in a keen March wind on Runway 36 at Offutt Air Force Base. They had been briefed and oriented on the mission and were prepared to climb aboard for a twelve-hour flight, including refueling. They had met the crew, who all seemed so young. The pilot was a young fellow named Scott Owens, who hailed from Omaha. He said he had grown up watching aircraft take off and land and had been bitten by the aviation bug at an early age. When he met Otto, he shook his hand. “It’s an honor to meet you, sir. I’ve read about your exploits in the war and afterward. You make me proud to be an airman.”

Otto and Mata climbed up the ladder into the cockpit area of the big Boeing. Their seats were behind those of the pilot and copilot, but they were free to move anywhere in the aircraft and ask questions. The crew obviously enjoyed having a woman on board and were especially deferential to her.

The engines spooled up, one after another, and they lumbered out to the active runway. Otto was impressed by the size and power of the ’52. The wings drooped while on the ground, with small auxiliary wheels on each wingtip to keep them from dragging. Otto knew that the wing would flex upward in flight as much as eighteen feet. Better than snapping the wing off, he thought wryly.

The jet taxied to its takeoff position. Owens and his copilot ran through the checklist, and when they were ready, they advanced the throttles. The Stratofort accelerated slowly at first and then more rapidly. The engines roared like giant waterfalls, and soon they lifted into the air, bound for an undisclosed location somewhere to the north. If this had been an actual mission, they would continue flying to their target in the Soviet Union, drop their bomb, and then return—to what? Otto thought it an incredible burden on these young men to carry this out and then in all likelihood have nothing to come back to. But they faced their fate with a cheerful insouciance. It was so much simpler during the war, Otto thought. Six, seven hours and back to the barracks if they were fortunate, with friends, warms meals, passable beds, and all kinds of amusements, not a glowing radioactive ash heap. He looked out the small window by his station and wondered at the pass the world had come to. Well, they were doing this so they wouldn’t have to use their weapons in anger. He prayed that they never would.

Mata went back to talk to the crew members. I know they’ll enjoy that, Otto thought. About two hours into the flight, Owens turned to him. “Major, would you like to fly this beast?”

“I sure would, Captain. Tell me what not to touch.”

Owens laughed. “Just use the controls, and you’ll be fine. I’m interested in your impressions.”

Otto exchanged places with the young captain, strapped in, and gently held the yoke. “Try a few turns,” Owens said from behind him.

Otto steered through several gentle turns. The big bomber responded smoothly and quickly to his control inputs. It didn’t feel like he was flying something with a wingspan over half the length of a football field. It was gratifying to see that the good people at Boeing are continuing to do fine work. He enjoyed the sensation and thought back to horsing the Mata Maria around the skies. No comparison, he thought.

Owens took back the controls after about half an hour. “You have a nice touch, Major.”

Otto smiled. “A lot of time in the air and a lot of different aircraft.”

Owens nodded. Otto sat back in his seat. Refueling was next, and the two pilots would need all the concentration they could muster. The copilot pointed to a tiny distant contrail. “There’s our gas.”

Owens pushed the bomber into a slight dive, and they gained on the tiny white speck. It soon resolved into a KC-135. They pulled up behind and below the tanker, which extended a probe on the end of a long boom. Owens nudged the Stratofort up, up until they heard a “clunk” above their heads. “We have green lights,” the copilot announced.

“Fill ’er up!” Owen exclaimed. Otto could see the boom operator waving. “And check the oil.”

Refueling took about ten minutes, with both aircraft moving in a delicate ballet. Otto was mesmerized by the skill needed to keep the bomber and tanker in position. As they broke down and to the right, Mata breathed, “It’s just so beautiful.”

They flew on for a couple hours more and then turned in a wide sweeping arc for home. Otto and Mata fell asleep the last hour or so. The flights were fatiguing, even with no responsibilities. They woke up when the aircraft began its descent. Soon they were rolling to a stop on the numbers of the runway. They shook hands with the crew and deplaned. Walking back to the briefing room, Mata asked, “So what did you think?”

“I think these young fellows have one tough job.”

“So what can we do to help them?”

“What do you have on your clipboard?”

Mata consulted her notes. “Okay, here’s what I have—improved seats, different colors in the cockpit, and better meals. The navigator told me they cook turkeys in the equipment bay. It gets up to eight hundred degrees, which is plenty hot enough.”

Otto smiled at the thought. “All right, let’s write up our report and give it to Rip. I hope he’ll be pleased.”

“If he isn’t, I’m
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