On Wings of Eagles – Part I

“Brad, you’re crazy.  You know you’ve never base-jumped before. You’ll get killed! Besides, there still aren’t any towers or bridges tall enough to jump from. We went over this last month, remember?  I know there’s that one big radio tower you keep wanting to jump from, but until you can get permission from the city council, you know they won’t let you on it. Remember what happened the last time you tried, and Dan Frost hauled you in here, don’t you? He said that if he caught you on there on more time without permission, he’d go ahead and convict you, and let you spend a month on the sewer squad, just to get through that thick head of yours.”

It was the same argument they’d had every month almost since the Ring of Fire. Brad wanted to skydive again. – wanted it with a passion, the same kind of passion every teenager exudes when they find the One Thing that brings meaning to their life Surfers, football players, actors, geeks – and now, a skydiver. The distinct lack of planes in post Ring of Fire Grantville meant that the only option open was base-jumping. As far as anybody in the family had been able to determine, the nearest building that he might be able to get the 250’ necessary to safely base jump from was on the other side of Germany, controlled by France. From the Black Forest to the Baltic, not one bridge or building was tall enough to jump from, except the great stone radio tower going up across town that he wasn’t allowed to use. They all agreed that if he tried anywhere else, without that necessary minimum drop, he’d wind up bouncing off the ground. Brad had never base-jumped before anyway, so he didn’t really know how much room he really needed to fall through before the parachute deployed.  And he’d even agree with the whole chain of logic – after they’d spent an hour “discussing” the issue. Again.  

None of that would ever change Brad’s burning desire to jump, to feel that addictive rush of adrenaline in freefall. It just meant he couldn’t do it yet. But like all 17 year olds who think they’ve figured all the angles, he knew deep down that this time, the monthly discussion would end differently.

“Mom, I know all that. But it’s different this time!  I gotta get back into practice! I haven’t jumped in two years. I know I’ve got a full plate – everyone in my class up at the school does. But it just isn’t the same as jumping. Even riding with Hans is boring! Besides, Jesse said he’d think about letting me jump out of the plane he’s building, if I’d agree to…”

“His WHAT?!?!  Jesse Wood’s WHAT?!?!  His PLANE???? You mean he’s actually building one?” Kay turned away for an instant, her voice dropping momentarily to a self-focussed mutter. “Damn, I didn’t think that turkey had it in him. And now he’s talked you into going up with him and getting yourself killed , eh? Shoulda known. I just shoulda known. I just KNEW he’d come up with something incredibly, monumentally stupid, and this is right up his alley.”

Kay picked up the dirty dishes and walked into the kitchen, pulling out the wooden tub of what passed for dish soap and the last-but-one pair of rubber gloves the family used for dishwashing. Normally, she didn’t do the dishes – she cooked, so either Bob or Brad would clean up.  Since Bob and Brad’s cooking repertoire was charitably described as “extremely limited,” it was an arrangement that worked well for everyone, and Kay had adapted quite well to the relatively limited options available in the middle of a 17th century war. The only exception to their family arrangement was when Kay was mad. Then she’d do the dishes to a mirror shine, taking her temper out on every tiniest bit of food left on the plates. Since the options were that, or having her verbally rip everyone in the house to shreds for the next week, nobody even thought to interfere.

Brad didn’t move from the dining table. Instead, he watched the whole performance, realizing that he’d do better not to keep the conversation going. His mom would speak up when she was ready to talk some more. Quietly, he walked over to his room, retrieved his books, inkwell, and quill pen, and came back. Time to do some homework, and wait for the seeds he’d planted to grow.

Ten minutes later, Kay came out of the kitchen. “So that Air Force bastard is going to build an airplane, eh? And you’re going to go up and jump from his pile of junk, huh? I don’t think so.  That’s just a quick way to get yourself killed, jumping from some piece of garbage like that’d be. I doubt you’d even get out the door before it fell apart. And then you’d like as not get tangled up in the wreckage. The only parachute in the world, and all the good it’d do you.”

She just stood and stared. That was the worst – having Kay stare at you, not saying a word, daring you to respond.  The only sound in the room was from the mechanical wall clock. Tic. Tic. Tic. It was like trying to outstare a cat. But Brad knew that he just needed to be patient, and not back down. Tic. Tic. Tic.

“Awww, hell, if it’s that important, I guess we could build something you could jump from without getting killed.  It’s been a while, but I think I still remember how all the pieces go together. Besides, it’ll give us something interesting to do for a change. Not like we could get on the bikes and go out for a ride, what with the gas restrictions they’ve slapped on everyone. Whatcha think, hon?”

Bob looked up from the construction designs for new railroad roundhouse that he’d been reviewing for the Industrial Priorities Committee, determinedly ignoring the interchange between his wife and his son. “Huh? Sure, dear – sounds like a great idea.”

**********************

Every couple talks in bed. They talk about their hopes, their dreams, their family, and their friends. They talk about the things that worry them, and the things that make them proud. Bob and Kay’s discussion that night wasn’t what most couples would have chosen to talk about, but underneath the lingo, it was still about their family, and their hopes and dreams.

“Engines are easy. We can even pull the gauges. The odometer’s junk, and the speedo isn’t much better – they’re good for parts for the aircraft gauges we need, but I don’t think we’ll be able to use ‘em directly. The tach will still be handy to have, though – it should go in as is.”

“Yeah, but I’d still like to see if we can get a decent panel together – it makes life a lot easier. VVI, altimeter, airspeed, turn-and-bank – I just don’t know. You’ve always been the family expert on maintenance, hon – you’re the one with the experience. I’m just another wrench.”

“Hmmm. Lemme check something. If I recall correctly, there used to be an aviation mechanics’ class over at the tech center. I’ve got a class to teach over there tomorrow afternoon anyway – I’ll see what’s there.”

“Ok. I can beg off Board work in the morning, and start surveying the factory.  All of the scaffolding’s still there, and the studwork was never touched when we parked those refugees in there last winter. That’ll all go to structural elements. And I’ll bet I can trade that pallet load of cat 5 cable that was about to get installed for control harnesses. But I’m missing something.”

“The skin, dummy. Regular canvas is too heavy, so we’ll have to find somewhere to get a big mess of linen, to skin the wings and fuselage. Any suggestions on how to pay for that?”

“Hmmm. I may know just the man. The locals have been trying to get into the finance game, even though the Abrabanels still control most of the banking around here. He’s looking for a good ‘investment’ project – he ran into a BusinessWeek article on venture capitalists, and thinks he can do it, too. He keeps coming around the board meetings, nosing around for someone who wants to let him invest.”

“snnrnf. Oh, honey, that just sad. One of these local guys, compared to those bastards out in California? He’d get eaten alive. You always called ‘em vulture capitalists, and the last few years before the ring of fire sure proved you right.”

“Yeah, but this isn’t California, and they haven’t had 30 years to figure out how to play that game. Give ‘em time, hon. They’ll learn it fast enough.”

**********************

That had been three months ago.  Kay insisted on building a “real” plane, not the VW-powered monstrosity growing in the hanger out at the edge of town.  She and Bob had dug through the boxes in the garage, pulling out all the old manuals, logs, and books from the days 30 years before “back in the 20th” when she’d helped her father’s bush flying business in Alaska through the 1970s.  All of Bob’s manuals and documentation had been stored with their Cessna, though, at the Fairmont airport. Then, it had been a 20 mile drive. Now, the moon was closer.  But Kay’s stash had provided more information than they could use. All of the airframe and engine maintenance manuals for her father’s DeHavilland Beaver were there still, but they knew they couldn’t build anything so big. The service manuals for her old Piper Cub, however, proved to be just what they were looking for – a simple, rugged, two seater design that they could replicate from the materials they had at hand.

The whole effort had been the first thing they could really throw themselves into since the Ring of Fire. Sent here to manage the construction and fitting out of a new fiber optic components plant for an Intel subsidiary, Bob and Kay, and his son Brad had been stranded two years before. They’d thrown themselves into helping solve the refugee problem the first winter, when they’d realized that it would be several lifetimes before an electronic component plant would again be useful. Bob’s construction management expertise had proven to be a real boon, producing simple, efficient block housing for the massive influx of new residents. After the immediate crush had ended, Bob had moved on into the “Strategic Resources Board”, while Kay had assisted at the hospital, and taught the influx of refugee students at the high school. Her EMT certification and the expertise she’d gained managing her father’s flying business may both have been rusty, but either was more than most people had to their credit, and the field medics she’d helped train in the intervening 18 months had regularly proven their worth. 

The basic frame of the airplane had been easy to build. It helped that Kay, Bob, and Brad all had ridden motorcycles. Brad’s Honda had been sacrificed to their new project early on.  The engine had adapted easily enough, as had the frame. The wheels had become an undercarriage very quickly, complete with shock absorbers for rough fields. Rather than removing the disc brakes, they’d move the controls to the control seat, providing a most unusual accent to the throttle. The airframe was starting to take shape – a mix of aluminum tubing from some of the unused scaffolding, and galvanized steel studs, taken from the empty shell that would have been the first new industrial plant in Grantville in 40 years.  The steel and aluminum was interspersed with laboriously cut birch longerons, providing additional strength to the airframe. The “liberation” of the bus stop in front of the plant had been asked about, and had been explained as salvage of an asset that they’d paid for in the first place.  With the plastic they’d taken from it, they’d make a simple windscreen. The orders they had placed with the German lumber crews had been viewed as downright strange, but they’d been happy enough to fill them in return for equipment from the construction storage trailer.  And Simon Oppenheimer had been willing to finance the custom-woven linen they’d ordered to be the plane’s “skin”. Once it was delivered, it would provide an ideal covering for the airframe and the wing – relatively light, but tight and tough, and virtually waterproof once it was doped properly. Bringing that down from Hamburg would be…interesting.

**********************

“Y’know, dad, I think you’re right. We might as well build more of ‘em, if we can nail down the stuff that we’ll need.”

It was the first thing Brad had said all evening that hadn’t been specific to building the plane. Bob and Kay had been busy cutting, steaming, and bending pieces of birch to form the first longitudinal supports for the wing, while Brad turned several pieces of steel stud into a tail.  Between the drills and the table saw’, there hadn’t been too many opportunities to chat while everyone worked.  So Bob and Kay both looked at Brad in surprise.

“What do you mean? We could do a couple more just with what we’ve got at hand. After that, it shouldn’t be all that hard to bootstrap some more.”

“Well, I was thinking, if the design works, we’re going to have to build a bunch, pretty quick. You know Mike’ll want them, or the Captain-General, for the military, and they’ll want ‘em all tomorrow. I figure we could probably get 40 more airframes out of what we’ve got here. And mom and I found enough drip-irrigation tubing to do avionic sets for 70 or 80 more, once we sort out how to make the gauges we couldn’t salvage. I can jump, you can fly, and we’ll even have something we can build for a living.”

“OK, then where do we get the engines? This is your bike, and Kay’s and mine are road bikes too – a bit more powerful, but they’ll all work for this design, but where else? And who’s going to fly ‘em?”

“Hmmpf. Even I know that, husband o’ mine. Much as you dislike them, that bunch of reprobates over at the Club 250 are probably the easiest place to get a big mess of motorcycles. They may redneck assholes, but they’re also pretty much the only bikers in town. If we can’t get 40 good bike engines out of that mob, something’s wrong. Which means you’re going to have to deal with them. Negotiate.”

“With them? Right. The same guys who vandalized this place every night for two months after we broke ground, just because the company bought their favorite deserted building.“

“Got a better idea, dad?”

An hour later, they’d put the finishing touches on their first longeron, exactly matching the aerodynamic curve they’d copied from an old manual. It wasn’t pretty, and there was still a lot more work to be done, but by damn it looked like it was going to be a wing.

Bob had spent the entire time thinking about how he’d have to go about doing this. His original plan had been to build their first plane, then use that as leverage with the Strategic Resources Board to get authorization to build more. But the more he thought about it, the more he realized that it made more sense to nail down the key components he’d need now, before flying the plane. Once they’d made their first flight powered by a motorcycle engine, everyone in town would realize the value of the engines – and the prices for every other aircraft-usable motorcycle in town would skyrocket. No, it made much more sense to nail down the key commodities now rather than later.

“I’m thirsty. Let’s go see that bunch of rednecks and get a drink.” 

**********************

Bob decided that the right thing to do was to get it over with. There wouldn’t be any negotiation until they’d decided to talk to him for real – and that wouldn’t happen until he’d established his place in the pecking order inside. There wasn’t really any way to dodge what had to happen. For this, he’d have to just gut it out. Open the door. Walk into a room full of people who’d as soon kill you as look at you, straight up to the nastiest guy in the room. And do business with him. Compared to this, any union action he’d ever dealt with would probably be a tea dance. Union men didn’t pull knives on you. These people would without even thinking.

Everyone knew who the roughest, toughest person in the Club 250 was. A big, tough, nasty man, who looked like he’d been in more fights than most boxers, and he lived up to his name. Grizzly.

Pitching his voice to cut through the jukebox and the beer-induced chatter, Bob jumped into the deep water. 

“Listen up! I know you folks don’t think much of us, and we’ve had our run-ins. I don’t care. I’m willing to buy every motorcycle y’all own that’s in running condition, for cash. You can’t ride ‘em, and everybody else in town wants to turn ‘em into cranes and lathes and garbage like that.” Turning to Grizzly, he brought his voice down to something closer to a normal speaking tone. “I want your bike. I’ll pay you cash for it, just like I said, but I want your bike. All it’s done for the last 2 years is sit in front of your trailer, anyway.”

“Screw you. Why should I let you touch my hog, anyway, jerk? Last time I talked to you, you had me arrested.”

“Well, that was then. Besides, I didn’t say you’d let me…”

It wasn’t a particularly short fight. They were fairly matched, but for all that, Bob had two advantages.  First, at 6’7”, he had the reach on Grizzly. Second, Bob hadn’t spent the evening soaking up pints of beer. Which meant it wasn’t a particularly long fight, either.

-----------------------------------------------------

Damn, he’s quick. REALLY quick. OK, block low, and THERE. And AGAIN.

“Hey barkeep!  Gimme a beer, and something for my son.”

“Why the hell should I serve you, lady? That’s your husband tearing up my bar.”

“Well, first, he’s got some help, y’might’ve noticed. And second, cause I’ll give you $50 at 2 to 1 on my husband.”

“Guess that makes yer money good after all.”

-----------------------------------------------------

<OW!>  Shit, where’d he get that knife from?  Ok, so how’d that move go again? Right, first let him lunge like THAT, then pin the arm, like THAT, then out comes the knife, like THAT.

Then get tripped, like THAT.

“Damn, he’s a good ‘un! He’s almost as good as those Nortenos that came through – three, no four years ago.”

<crash!>

“Hey, you sonubitch! That was my shot you just dumped! Oh! Sorry, Griz…”

-----------------------------------------------------

 “Ouch!”

Bob shifted in his seat, staring at the kitchen table strewn with his wife’s medical supplies. He wasn’t sure whether it was the alcohol his wife was using to sterilize his bumps, bruises, and cuts bothered him more, or if it was the pungent reek of beer soaked into his clothes from the fight. Both were an undercurrent, though, to the multitudinous aches that seemed to be all he was made up of at the moment.

“Sit still, damnit! How am I supposed to do anything if you keep fidgeting? You didn’t break anything, he didn’t poke your eye out, he didn’t cut you more’n once, and you got to limp home, too, on your own two feet – which is a damn sight more than you can say for him. And every one of ‘em sold you his bike. So what’re you complaining about? Besides, if you’re good, I’ll even treat you to a couple aspirin before we go to bed.”

**********************

Bob woke up the next morning feeling like he’d been run over by a bus. Looking like it, too. So when he heard Jesse Wood’s VW engine flying over his house, he knew he’d made the right choice. Jesse might have gotten the first plane in the air, but Bob was sure he wasn’t going to be producing many planes too quickly thereafter. It wasn’t much but the Kelly Aircraft Company had everything it needed to go start up a production line. Well, almost everything. A few more trained hands wouldn’t be amiss.

**********************

<knockknock>

“Hi, Jesse! What can I do ya for?”

“Thought I’d stop by and see how you‘re doing.  Is it safe, or should I go get my crash helmet?”

“Yeah. Kay’s running a practical exam for her EMT course over at the Tech Center. The deal we cut with ‘em was that she’d teach the coursework for 2 years, and train up a new instructor, in return for a couple of those sample instrument sets they had there for that aviation mechanics class. Everybody else is off for the evening – you’re lucky you caught me here. C’mon – lemme show you around the shop. Have a beer while we walk?”

“Sure.”

Bob hadn’t had anyone to show off to since the days after Jesse’s first flight.  Then, there had been a small rush of interest in the various airplanes being built around town. Frank Jackson had come by, looked at the pieces of steel and aluminum and wood strips, the disassembled bikes, and sounded like he knew what he was looking at. The newspaper reporters who had accompanied him hadn’t even known the little that Frank might have, but they’d written stories about the nascent airplane industry. In the weeks since then, they’d drifted back into obscurity – one more set of crazy Americans, doing…something.

They ambled around the various work and storage areas – the custom order of linen that had only just arrived, the rooms full of motorcycles, and into the unfinished lab that had become their avionics work area.

“So, how did you guys solve the avionics problem? We worked out a primitive VVI, and we’ve got an altimeter that seems to kinda work, but we’re still using a piece of string for an attitude indicator.

“Well, the real key is that mess of drip irrigation tubing that Brad and Kay found.  It turns out that it’ll hold pressure well enough to let us build a pitot tube system. We can use the pressure differential from that plus a second static tube set to get a decent airspeed, altimeter, and VVI – and as far as we can tell, they’re all pretty accurate – at least as good as what they put on the original Cubs.”

Finally, the tour reached the main hanger.

“OK, most of this I get. But why’d you push that big chunk of fuselage out behind the wing?”

“Well, remember that the original design allows for a parachutist.   Kay remembered a variant on the Cub that she’d run across, where they extended the fuselage straight back from the wing all the way to the tail, instead of the drop down that you’d normally see. The original idea was to be able to fit a stretcher in there for medevac, apparently, but we figured we could do something similar, and it’d give enough room for someone with a parachute to get up and out safely – you need a bit bigger door for that than the basic Cub design has.”

 “Hmmm. You thought about extending it a bit more, say another foot or so, and maybe making the floor open up?”

“Offhand, I think we could. It’s not like most of that’d be difficult – just rejiggering some of the materials. Why?”

“Well, you know the main hat that I wear these days, right? I was thinking, if you did that, we could maybe arrange a little bomb bay back there. We’re putting rockets on the Belle and the Belle 2, but I’m still not completely sold on that as the right way to go right now, and I’d like another option.”

They spent the next few minutes doodling on the white board, working out the issues with the design change Jesse was suggesting.  Finally, Jesse turned to Bob with the look of a man who had eaten something nasty. 

“Spit it out, Jesse. You and Kay may not like each other, but you’ve always been honest with me. And you’ve been looking at what we’ve done here the same way my cat Thunder looked when that bird got into the house last month.”

“OK, then. No screwing around. Let me start off by saying that I’m really impressed by what all of you have done here. It looks like you’re just about ready to start test-flying this thing, and that’s a hell of an accomplishment under the circumstances. But right now, I’ve got to have combat-capable aircraft, and I’ve got to be able to train more pilots, and this bird won’t due that, not with that single-stick, fore-and-aft seating arrangement. I’ve got two birds ready, and a third that they’re working on, but it’s got a long ways to go. I need your wing, and I need all of the linen, too. And I need ‘em now.  We have to get the Belle 3 done, and ready to fly ASAP, and this is the only way to do it – nobody can get us linen like that for skins for at least another month, and the Abrabanels say you have the only sizeable stash of the right kind of linen from here to the Baltic coast. Also, how many of those avionics sets can you have ready in 2 weeks? I’m gonna need a lot of those, too.”

“WHAT???? What in HELL makes you think I’m gonna let you walk in here and waltz off with all that?”

Jesse looked at him for a second. “Well, there’s three reasons I think you’re going to go along.:

“First, I’ve still got that ‘first right of refusal’ from the strategic resources board. That stash of motorcycles back there counts as a ‘strategic resource’ and we both know it. So, for that matter, does that four-wheeler you got, that looks suspiciously like an airplane tug.”

“Second, it looks like we’re going to be in a fight pretty soon – don’t ask, I can’t tell you more – and we’re going to need every combat aircraft we can get, and pretty as it is, your design isn’t one of ‘em – I don’t see any ordnance hardpoints on there.”

“Third, I’ll pay you for everything I take, and I’ll pay a premium price.”

“Oh yeah, and there’s a fourth reason, but I have to ask you a question first. How many more planes could you build, if you had to, and how fast?”

It took Bob a few moments to digest all of that. He knew there was something else going on, and that it was important – more important than his pride, or Brad’s desire to skydive, or his desire to run a startup.  He’d seen the evidence of it in the direction the Strategic Resource Board’s decisions had taken in the past few weeks – several long-term projects had been slowed down, and several weapons projects had been sped up.  There was a fight brewing again, and this time, he could contribute a bit more than before. That didn’t mean that he had to give the whole store away, though.

“Hmmm. How many are you after, and how fast, and what for?”

“Assuming we can come up with enough of that tight-weave linen soon, a dozen. More, if you can do it. Fast.”

“The linen’s my weak point right now. The rest is easy – just doin’ the work. How about I do a production run of two dozen for you.”

“Two dozen? To that design? If it’ll fly​ I’d be interested as all hell. Of course, I’d need a few changes, too. And I’d want ‘em pretty quick.”

“Then you better get out your checkbook. And make sure it’s got lotsa zeros loaded.”

“Well, if you’re gonna be that way about it, you could at least offer me another beer.”

“You know where they are. Help yourself.  So, what kind of changes, and how quick?”

“How quick? Yesterday would be nice, but I’ll take next week.  Seriously – as fast as you can build ‘em, as long as they’re safe. I don’t know where I’ll find the pilots, but I’d rather have too many planes than too many pilots. As far as the changes go, well, I was thinking. I wouldn’t mind having some more trainers – so a few airframes with a second set of controls in the back. And wiring harnesses and stuff for some rockets – once we get some more aircraft in the air, then we’ll try out that bomb rack design. Nothing too big, I don’t think. And somewhere in there, you can tell me where you get this shit you call beer, so I know where to avoid.” With that, Jesse took a long pull on his beer bottle.

Afterwards, Bob rationalized what he did next. It made good business sense. He’d gain a valuable ally. Get approval for the project at the highest levels. The reality was that after having been raided by Jesse, then after having his favorite beer insulted he wanted to get even. So he flipped the cover on the other set of drawings he’d been working on. And wished he had a camera.

Jesse didn’t so much look surprised, or shocked. He looked more like a monster spewing steam, as the fountain of beer came out his nose.

“Owww! Damn it! OK, what the hell are THOSE things?”

Bob grinned like the Cheshire Cat, after it had just been handed a sixpack of mice. “Oh, some things Kay and I’ve been thinking about for a while.  The one on the left isn’t much – just an eight seat, 900 mile range, amphibian. It’s based on the old Sikorsky S-38 – the bird Pan Am opened up South America with. If I’ve got the math right, it should do about 110 mph cruise, maybe 2400 lbs total payload. The one on the right is something I remembered from the Air Force museum at Wright-Pat. When we get done with it, it’ll be an all-wood biplane airliner. Payload’s around 2000lbs, range around 500 miles – otherwise, pretty much the same specs. Interested?”

“That is about the stupidest question I have heard in the last week. Of COURSE I’m interested. Hell, Hal’s got some nice attack designs on the boards, but nothing that big, and certainly nothing that’ll carry that much payload. When do I get to see it?”

“Next year at the earliest. When, I don’t know – it’s gonna take a while, and it’s gonna be a lot harder to do than this, and we still need to get used to building these Cub designs. And I think we’ll only be able to build two or three of the amphibians with the materials on hand. Maybe eight or ten of the other design, since it’s mostly a wood and fabric design. But with these, we could start a real airline.”

It took Jesse a moment to digest that part. “A real airline. You’re kidding, right? Why the hell would I let you build those things for a private airline, when I can use ‘em for the Air Force?”

If the look on Jesse’s face earlier had been because he’d had something distasteful to say, Bob now returned it with interest. 

“LET us? You aren’t going to LET us use them?  I would be happy to sell some of them to you. I would be happy to lease them. Or charter them. Or just sell you seats. I don’t see a problem with hauling your ass, or your cargo, or your bombs, anywhere you damn well need ‘em hauled. But you have to LET us fly them?” Bob realized that he had to make his point, even at risk of offending his most important customer. Why? Because he wasn’t the only customer – and Jesse, for all that he ran the Air Force, wasn’t the US Government. “Where the hell do you get off with ‘letting’ us build airplanes? Or with ‘letting’ us do something with them? Does this look like the Soviet Union? Is my name Tupelov?  DID I JUST MISS SOMETHING, OR DID YOU JUST PARK YOUR DAMN BRAIN IN THAT BEER BOTTLE?” Bob realized that he was on the verge of losing his temper – and that Jesse would be equally quick to jump down his throat. Calm down – just make your point, and get it over with. “Listen, like I said, we’ll build planes for you. We’ll sell ‘em to you. We’ll charter ‘em. We’ll haul pretty much anything you need hauled, anywhere you need it hauled. But if you want our cooperation, rather than a fight, then you’re gonna have to play team ball, too. Which means that you work with us. ‘Cause if you’re gonna play Mister high-and-mighty Generalissimo Wood, then you might as well get the hell out of here, right now, and I’ll find some other way to make this work.”

Jesse looked at Bob Kelly, and realized that, for all the authority of his position, for all his pride in what he was building out at the airfield, he’d just screwed up. He needed what the Kelly’s were doing as much as the Kelly’s needed him. “Ok, wait just a second, Bob.  I didn’t say what I meant.” Hmmmm – now what? Right – just tell it like it is. “What I meant to say, and what didn’t come out right, is that if you’re going to build something like that, we’re going to need it. I don’t know if a for-profit airline’s the right way to build up the capabilities we need as a country. Y’see what I’m saying?”

Bob took a deep breath, and held it for a moment. Even after his tirade, his temper had kept building. He wasn’t quite ready for Jesse to be reasonable this quickly – probably no more than Jesse had expected his sudden flash of anger over a seemingly obvious statement. “Listen, it makes just as much sense to run the transport side of the operation as an airline as it does to run it as a military airlift operation.  Maybe more. You don’t have the time or energy to run something like that, and despite all your time in tankers, you’ve never run that side of things. And who’re you going to delegate it to? Hans Richter? Hell, that kid’s barely soloed, and he’s the best trained pilot you’ve got in that Air Force of yours. But Kay’s got years of experience running a commercial charter operation. She used to run her dad’s front office. You never knew that, did you? That, and flying a bunch of the short-haul charters for her dad – that’s how she paid for her degree. And either of us probably have more small-aircraft time than you do – you mostly flew those big 4 engine jet jobs. All of our time’s in little prop jobs.”

Jesse flashed a surprised look at Bob. For all that he’d known the Kelly’s since they’d moved to Grantville, and hated Kay Kelly almost as long, he’d never found out what kind of piloting experience she had. Now, for just a moment, he felt like he’d felt as a second lieutenant, when he’d asked a particularly stupid question of his squadron master sergeant. “Ok. Explain three things to me. First, why I don’t just induct you into the Air Force, and make you and your wife run the transport squadron. Second, why it’d be cheaper to let you start an airline than to just take ‘em direct, and run ‘em that way? Third, where are you going to get the pilots to run this airline of yours?”

Bob realized that he’d just stumbled into a blind spot in Jesse’s thinking – that the thought of a civilian subcontractor for part of his ‘combat’ mission had never occurred to the head of the Air Force. “ OK, let’s go back to basics, and see if I can make some sense to you.”

“First, are you really sure you want to make me, and more importantly my wife, an officer in your Air Force?  We don’t mind helping, and we’ll do our damndest for you, but do you really want my wife as, say, a major? Especially when there’s all the other stuff we have to do to get aircraft production up and running to useful volumes?”

“Second, it can’t be any more expensive for me to run an airline than it can be for you to run an air transport operation. The math just doesn’t work out that way. And if I’m flying my birds as an airline, then, one, you aren’t buying the planes, two, you aren’t paying to fly them – only for the capacity you use, three, I can sell the other seats, either to paying passenger, or to their cargo. Hell, I can even set up an airmail service if need be. Four, I’m paying ​you​ for the use of airstrip space, at least here and at Madgeburg. And five, if I’m operating this as a for-profit business, then I’ve got an incentive to do it as frugally as possible, so I’m not wasting money, right?”

“As for your third question, I honestly don’t know.  I suspect, though, that we’re both going to have to expand your training operation, to get more trained pilots for your Air Force and for our airline, and for anything else anybody else dreams up – like a naval air wing for Admiral Simpson. And if we’re doing that, then that means you’re going to have at least two more trained pilots to use as instructors part of the time – me, and Kay.”

**********************

“You sold him the plane?”

“No, dear. I sold him two dozen planes, once the design proves out. And some of the parts from this one. That he’s going to replace. And official sanction for both of the other designs. And more.” Bob pitched his voice a little louder, to fill the room, “You heard me right, folks - we’re in the airplane business, and next year we’re gonna be running an airline.”

A shocked silence filled the room. Until that moment, it hadn’t seemed real. Until he’d put words to the event, describing it to a room full of somebody elses, it had seemed nothing but a fantasy, a daydream. Now, though, it was real.  Every person present – Bob, his wife and son, the two girls from the high school who had turned into their avionics experts, the journeyman cabinetmaker and his assistants who’d moved to Grantville from Heidelberg to find a peaceful place to settle down, and found something they hadn’t expected - everyone knew that this moment was special, that they’d accomplished something new and unique.

But every moment must end, and heroes oftentimes have feet of clay. 

“Ummm, Dad? Didn’t you forget something?”

Bob thought about that for a moment. And realized he had. The plane that they’d started had been so his son could skydive. Everything else was well and good, but that had been the original point of the exercise. Everyone in the room knew that simple fact, and while they thought Brad was a little crazy for wanting to jump out of an airplane, they also understood that the family honor was at stake over the original promise. And he knew they knew.

Bob realized that he could dodge the question, or fib – but this was his one and only son, and he’d always been honest with him. Just like he’d always been honest with everyone else who worked in their airplane factory.  

“Yep, I did. Lemme see what I can do about that.”

**********************

The sign by the front gate was definitely local work. The carving just looked German. Adlerhaus.  Home of the Eagle.  Probably nothing that Jesse’d asked for, but it was just the kind of thing that some of the German immigrants would do.  

Bob had realized that the only game in town right now was Jesse’s plane.  And with all of their canvas requisitioned, there wasn’t any hope of getting their plane finished until after the new wing was built. Another 2 months, probably, maybe three. The only way to redeem his promise to his son was to use Jesse’s plane to do so.  The young man walking across the field ahead was a good place to start.

“Excuse me, I need to talk to Mr. Wood. Could you point me at him?”  

“Colonel Wood is flying right now. And you are?”

“Bob Kelly.” 

“Ah,Herr Kelly! A pleasure to meet you. I am Sergeant Krueger. The Colonel is up with one of the cadets right now. But if you would please wait, bitte, he should be landing shortly. While you wait, though, could we ask you a few questions about the wing? I have been helping with the construction crew, as a way to learn about the airplanes, but we have run into a few items we are somewhat uncertain about.”

Thirty minutes later, Bob had walked Hal Smith and the rest of the engineering crew through the peculiarities of his wing design. Fundamentally, it was simple, but there were a few differences between their approach and Hal’s. Just enough that a crew of mostly German carpenters and tinkers had been a bit confused about which cable went where, and why.

Bob watched the touch-and-goes with a bit of nostalgia. He remembered when he’d been a novice pilot, trying his first landing in a taildragger. After two days of making the same mistake over and over, and not being able to internalize the right way to do it, his instructor had brought in a friend, a ‘real Alaskan bush pilot’ as she’d been described at the time.  She’d helped him solve his problem, taught him a few of the dirty tricks of bush landings that she’d picked up over time, and he’d wound up marrying her. As the little plane pulled around into the landing pattern a third time, obviously under the command of a trained pilot, Bob shook his head. Even from here, he could tell that whoever the student was, he wasn’t going any further as a pilot.  Best to give Jesse some space after he got on the ground.

**********************

Bob watched the kid Jesse had just debriefed from his training flight pop a snappy salute, then march off in the direction of one of the buildings along the side of the field. Jesse was watching him go.  Might as well get this over with.

“Hey, Jesse! Got a minute?”

“Ungh. Yes, but I’ve got my eye on a hot bath right now. You’ve got until I hit that tub.”

“OK – I’ll keep it short, then. I want to borrow your plane some. I have a promise to keep, and your… acquisition of my wing makes it a little difficult.”

“Borrow my plane? May I ask why you want to borrow my plane? It’s not like it’s my plane to loan out as I please anymore, either, unlike you private enterprise types. It’s the Air Force’s plane, which means I have to actually justify every expenditure of fuel. Especially given the load of crap my guys got from your wife when they went over to pick up the wing.”

“Well, we originally started building that bird so I could keep a promise to my son. The promise was that I’d get him jumping again. I figured it was easier to build another plane, then to try to find him someplace to base-jump from safely. He’s never base-jumped before, but he’s got plenty of time for regular freefall jumping – even some static line jumps. He’s ok with the concept of building more planes commercially, and all the rest. But he never forgot your offer, or my counter. But now that you’ve got my wing, we can’t get up, and he can’t jump. Ergo, I need to use the Belle.”

“Hmmm. Sounds like he never forgot that deal I offered him, way back when. Guess I should have kept my mouth shut, or rescinded it when Mike turned us into something official.”

Bob was quiet as they walked into the house, waiting for Jesse to come to a decision. 

“OK, you’re on. One jump a month, you drive, you pay for the gas, you’re responsible for maintenance, and he starts teaching my guys how to jump once we can get parachutes sorted out and something to jump from. We get to use his ‘chute as a master to make the others from. And I want some help with pilot training – either you or, God help me, your wife, helps out with the pilot instruction from now on. AND I want to check you AND your wife out before I let either of you solo in ‘my’ planes, and I will not take any lip while we’re doing it. Oh yeah – and you WILL accept reserve commissions in the Air Force – if you’re teaching my pilots, you’re in my command structure. Deal?”

“Commissions? Well, ok – I guess we have a deal. Say, we should talk about base access some time, now that this is the airport. I had some engineering ideas I wanted to bounce off you, too.” 

“Don’t you ever quit? No, I guess not – not with your wife. See that tub right there? It’s calling my name. So your time is up – get out.”

Bob closed the door as he left, grinning.

“I’ll come over next week! And you better have more of that beer shit there!”

**********************

“Ok dad – there’s the town, and that’s Main street. That means the drop zone’s about 2 minutes out. I’m gonna get set up now.”

Looked at on the ground, it hadn’t seemed like the Las Vegas Belle would be able to pull everything off. Ceiling, payload – everything seemed a little too ‘chewing gum and bailing wire’ to make it work. But Jesse’d assured them that the payload capacity was there, and the plane had all the ceiling they’d asked for. So now they just had to make do – it was still the only plane in the world.

Brad had already dismounted the copilot’s door before they’d taken off. The extra few pounds helped, but the access helped even more. The slipstream was still something fierce, even as slow as this plane was, but it was now or never.  He climbed out, one foot carefully placed on the landing gear, with a firm grip on the wing strut. All he had to do to arch was slide his left foot off the landing gear, and he was ready. He looked left.

Brad couldn’t hear a thing, even though it looked like his dad was trying to talk to him.  Finally, his dad pointed down – oh yeah, the drop zone! A quick scan, and there it was, right next to the funny-shaped field that was obviously the air strip. A quick wave and…
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