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You’ve heard the story – it’s old, they say –

how the queen of Crete took a bull for a lover

and in her time delivered the Minotaur.

Contriving to hide his shame, to banish

the hideous man-bull from the sight of men,

King Minos ordered Daedalus to construct a labyrinth.

The artist set the stone, captured conflict

in aisles and passages of confusion and deceit,

devious ways that twisted the mind and eye

of all who entered that prison of no escape,

wherein was placed the Minotaur.

Thus did Daedalus build his monument

to the betrayal of the king.


The means of destruction are approaching perfection with frightful rapidity.

BARON ANTOINE HENRI JOMINI, 1838
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Terry Franklin was a spy. This afternoon in February, in a small cubbyhole in the basement of the Pentagon, he was practicing his trade. It was tedious work.

He adjusted the screen brightness on his computer monitor and tapped the secret access code of the user he was pretending to be tonight. Now the file name, also special access, a classification higher than top secret. He had to be careful, since the letters and numerals he was typing did not appear on the screen. A mistake here meant the computer would lock him out and deny him the file. And he was not a good typist. He worked with just two fingers.

Voilà! There it was. The ATA File, the Advanced Tactical Aircraft. He tapped some more and began examining the document list. Number 23.241, that’s the first one. He slid one of his high-density, 5.25-inch floppies into the slot and hit the keys again. The little red light came on above the disk drive and the drive began to whir. Franklin smiled when he saw the light.

It was quiet here in the computer service shop. The only noise was the whirring of the disk drive and the tiny clicks of the keyboard. And the sound of Terry Franklin’s breathing. It was ironic, he mused, how the computer silently and effortlessly reveals the deepest secrets of its owners. Without remorse, without a twinge of emotion of any kind, the screen lays bare the insights gained from man-years of research by highly educated, gifted scientists and the cunning application of that research by extraordinarily talented engineers. Pouring onto the floppy disk was a treasure more valuable than gold, more precious than diamonds, a treasure beyond the reach of most of the human race, still struggling as it was with basic survival. Only here, in America, where a significant percentage of the best brains on the planet were actively engaged in fundamental research into the secrets of creation, were these intangible jewels being created in significant quantity, gushing forth, almost too fast to steal.

Terry Franklin grinned to himself as he worked. He would do his best. He called up the document list again, then changed floppies as he listened to the silence.

These three little floppy disks would earn him thirty thousand dollars. He had bargained hard. Ten thousand dollars a disk, whether full or partially full. Cash.

He had figured out a way to make computers pay. He grinned happily at this thought and stroked the keyboard again.

Terry Franklin had become a spy for the money. He had volunteered. He had made his decision after reading everything he could lay his hands on about espionage. Only then had he devised a plan to market the classified material to which he had access as a navy enlisted computer specialist. He had thought about the plan for months, looking for holes and weighing the risks. There were risks, he knew, huge ones, but that was the reason the compensation would be so high. And, he assured himself repeatedly, he enjoyed taking risks. It would add spice to his life, make a boring marriage and a boring job tolerable. So he recruited himself.

One Saturday morning five years ago Terry Franklin walked into the Soviet embassy in Washington. He had read that the FBI kept the embassy under constant surveillance and photographed everyone who entered. So he wore a wig, false mustache and heavy, mirrorlike sunglasses. He told the receptionist he wanted to see an intelligence officer. After a forty-five minute wait, he was shown into a small, windowless room and carefully searched by the receptionist, a muscular, trim man in his early thirties. A half hour later – he was convinced he was photographed during this period by an unseen camera – a nondescript man in his fifties wearing a baggy suit had entered and occupied the only other chair. Without a word, Franklin displayed his green navy ID card, then handed the man a roll of film. The man weighed it in his hand as Franklin removed the sunglasses, wig and mustache. The Russian left the room without speaking. Another half hour passed, then another. No doubt he was again photographed.

It was almost noon when baggy-suit returned. He smiled as he entered and shook Franklin’s hand. Could he examine the ID card? Where was Franklin stationed? When had he exposed the film? Why? The Russian’s English was good but slightly accented.

Money, Terry Franklin had said. ‘I want money. I have something to sell and I brought you a free sample, hoping you might want to buy more.’

Now, as Franklin worked the computer keyboard, he thought back to that day at the embassy. It had been the most momentous day of his life. Five years and two months after that day he had $540,000 in cash in a storage locker in McLean, Virginia, under an assumed name and no one was the wiser. He was going to quit spying when that figure reached a million. And when his enlistment was up, he was going to walk out on Lucy and the kids and fly to South America.

It was typical of Terry Franklin that he intended to delay his departure until he received his discharge. When he entered his new life he would go free, clean and legal, with no arrest warrants anywhere. He would go in his fake identity. Petty Officer First Class Terry Franklin, the college kid from Bakersfield who had knocked up Lucy Southworth in the back seat of her father’s station wagon at a drive-in movie, married her, then joined the navy – that Terry Franklin would cease to exist.

It was a nice bundle: $540,000, plus $30,000 for these three disks. A lot of money. But not enough. He wasn’t greedy, but he had to have a stake big enough so that he could live on the interest.

He had been very, very careful. He had made no mistakes. He had never spent a penny of the money. The spying was going smooth as clockwork. These Russians, they were damn good. You had to take your hat off to them. They had never called or spoken to him after that last meeting in Miami almost three years ago, right after he received orders to the Pentagon.

The operation was slick, almost foolproof, he reflected as he inserted the third disk. The calls always came on an evening when his wife was out, sometimes with her bowling league, sometimes at a friend’s house. The phone rang once, and if he picked it up there was no one there, merely a dial tone. One minute later it rang again, once. Then a minute after that it rang one, two, three or four times. The number of rings that third time was the message. He was to check dead drop one, two, three or four, and he was to do it as soon as possible. He usually left the house immediately, cruised for at least an hour in his car to ensure he wasn’t being followed, then headed for the dead drop. And the information would be there. Spelled out in block letters on the back of an empty, torn cigarette pack would be the file name he was to photograph, the classified computer codes necessary to gain access and a telephone number to call the evening he was ready to transfer the disks, when the whole sequence would begin again. No one saw him, he saw no one, all very slick.

He chuckled. The cigarette packs on which he received his instructions were always Marlboro Gold 100s, and it had occurred to Terry Franklin that someone had a subtle sense of humor. As he worked now and thought about the money, he savored that sardonic twist.

They must be watching the house to see when he was home alone. Of course someone was servicing the drops. But how were they getting the computer codes and file names? Oh well, he was getting his piece of the pie and he wasn’t greedy.

‘Ask me no questions and I’ll tell you no lies,’ Terry Franklin muttered as he removed the final disk from its slot and tucked it into its own little envelope. He grinned at the monitor screen, then tapped keys to exit the file.

Now came the tricky part. Three years ago, when he had first been told by the Soviets that they wanted copies of documents from the computer system, he had written a trapdoor program for the software of the main computer. The job had taken him six months; it had to be right the first time – he would get no second chance. This program accomplished several things: it allowed Franklin to access any file in central memory from this terminal here in the repair shop, a permanent secret ‘doorway,’ thereby defeating the built-in safeguards that gave access to classified files only from certain specific terminals; it erased the record of his access from the 3-W file, which was a security program that automatically recorded who, what and when; and finally, it allowed him to access the 3-W file to see that his footprints were indeed not there.

This trapdoor program was his crowning achievement. He had once seen a written promise from the software designer that unrecorded access was an impossibility. What a load! It had been damn tough – he would give them that – but he had figured out a way in the end. There’s always a way if you know enough. That contractor, he really sold the brass a sow’s ear when he told that fib. Ah well, the contractor had gotten his and now Terry Franklin was making his own score.

He had loaded the trapdoor program in the main computer one day while fifteen technicians loafed and sipped coffee and watched him work on a sticky tape drive. Not a one of them saw what he was doing. Nor, he told himself with glee, would they have understood what he was doing even if they had noticed. Most of them were as ignorant as they were trusting.

Tonight the 3-W file looked clean as a virgin’s conscience. Franklin exited the program and turned off his terminal. He stood and stretched. He felt good. Very, very good. The adrenal excitement was almost like a cocaine high, but better since there was no comedown. He was living on the edge and it felt terrific.

After straightening up the office, he turned off the coffeepot and put on his coat. With a last glance around, he snapped off the lights and locked the door behind him.

Getting past the guards at the building exits carrying the disks was a risk, though a small one. The civilian guards occasionally selected people for a spot search and sooner or later he would be chosen. He knew several of the guards on sight and made it a habit to speak to them, but inevitably, sooner or later … It didn’t happen this evening, but he was clean just now anyway. The disks were still back in the office, carefully hidden. He would bring them out some evening next week at the height of the rush-hour exodus when the probability of being searched was the smallest. Minimize the risk, maximize the gain.

As he rode the escalator up to the bus stop for Virginia suburban buses, Terry Franklin buttoned his coat tightly and turned the collar up behind his neck. From a pocket he extracted his white sailor’s cap and placed it carefully on his head, exactly one finger width above his eyebrows.

The cold, wet wind at the top of the mechanical stairs made him cringe. He quickly climbed aboard the Annandale bus and made his way to an empty window seat. He stared through the gathering dusk at the looming building. People in uniform and civilian clothes kept pouring from the escalator exit, trying to hide their faces from the wind, scurrying for buses. These poor snooks. What they didn’t know!

Vastly content, Terry Franklin pursed his lips and began to whistle silently.

As the bus bearing Terry Franklin pulled way from the loading area, a senior naval officer, a captain, leaned into the wind as he crossed the lighted parking lot. He paid no attention to the buses queued for the freeway entrance and it was probable no one on the buses paid any attention to him. Terry Franklin was opening the sports section of a newspaper he had purchased during his lunch break. Franklin wouldn’t have recognized the captain out there in the rapidly emptying parking lot anyway, not even if they had passed in a corridor. They had never met. But Franklin would have recognized the officer’s computer security access password, for he had just finished using it.

Tonight the captain grimaced as the wind tore at his unprotected face and took the time to open the hatchback of his Toyota Corolla and toss his attaché case in. Then he fumbled with the key to the driver’s door. Snuggled in with the engine running and waiting for the heater to warm up, Captain Harold Strong tried to relax. It had been another long week, as each and every one of them were in this gargantuan paper factory by the Potomac. He cast a bleak eye on the cars creeping toward the exit. Not too many now, well after quitting time. And he had wanted to get an early start this evening! God, he was tired.

He put the car in gear and threaded it toward the exit. He checked his watch. It was twenty-two minutes past six. At least the timing was right. He would reach the interstate just as the car pool restrictions ended.

On the freeway he headed north along the river, past the Arlington Memorial Bridge, under the ramps of the Teddy Roosevelt Bridge and out into the traffic snarl on 1-66 westbound. Here at the tail end of rush hour the traffic moved along fairly well at about forty miles per hour, only occasionally coming to a complete stop. Captain Strong listened carefully to an airborne traffic reporter tally the evening’s casualties. 1-66 westbound wasn’t mentioned.

Nearing Falls Church he stopped beside the road for a moment and removed his bridge coat. With the car back in motion and the radio tuned to a soft-rock FM station, Strong chewed over the week’s frustrations and disasters again. Oh crap, he thought, it’s Friday night and you have the cabin all to yourself for an entire weekend, so forget it. It’ll all keep until Monday, God knows.

Since the divorce he had spent most of his weekends in the cabin. His son was a junior in college this year, busy with school and girls. The captain wasn’t interested in female companionship, which was perhaps a good thing since he lacked both the finances and the time.

They want too much from that airframe, he told himself as he drove, reviewing the arguments of the week yet one more time. You can’t build a plane that will drop bombs, shoot missiles, hassle with MiGs, have a radar cross section so small it can’t be detected – haul the President back and forth to Camp David on weekends when it isn’t being used to save the free world – and still expect the goddamn thing to take a cat shot and make an arrested carrier landing. With so many design compromises it can’t possibly do any mission well.

A fucking flying Edsel, assuming that one way or the other it can be made to fly. He had used precisely those words this afternoon to that simple sonuvabitch from SECNAV and that slimy political hack looked like his wallet was being snatched. And what had he said to Vice Admiral Henry after the meeting? ‘It’s almost as if those idiots want to buy just one ultimate do-everything flying machine and park it in the Rose Garden of the White House to scare the shit out of the Russian ambassador when he comes to call.’ Henry wasn’t happy with his blunt assessment. Well, he was right, whether Henry liked it or not. Those political clowns want to build something straight out of a Hollywood special-effects shop, a suborbital battlestar that will automatically zap anybody who isn’t wearing olive-drab underwear.

Why is it, over eighty-five years after Orville and Wilbur showed the world how to build an airplane, that we have to keep explaining the basic laws of aerodynamics to these used-car salesmen in mufti?

Strong was still stewing when he reached the outskirts of Winchester. Raindrops began to splatter on the windshield. He turned on the wipers. The road looked slick and the wet night seemed to soak up his headlights, so he slowed down.

He was hungry. He turned into the drive-through lane of a McDonald’s and was soon back on the road mechanically munching a burger as he headed west. The coffee was hot and black.

Passing through Gore he noticed headlights behind him. Not too close, but glued there. How long had that guy been back there? A cop clocking him? Well, he wasn’t speeding, not on a night like this.

The road was a twisty two-lane and empty. Almost no traffic. That was one of the charms of coming up here. The glare of his headlights illuminated the black trunks of wet, naked trees as he cranked the wheel back and forth around the switchbacks up the mountain. The sign at the top said: ‘Welcome to Wild, Wonderful West Virginia.’ And the radio reception would go on the other side of the sign! Sure enough, on the second curve down the music faded to static. He switched off the radio. The headlights were still in the rearview mirror.

At the foot of the mountain he went through the village of Capon Bridge. Almost there, just a few more miles. He checked the mirror as they went by a sodium light on a pole by the little Shell station, which was dark and deserted at this hour of the evening. It was some kind of pickup with a huge steel bumper welded to the front. Not too new. Mid-seventies maybe.

Impossible to make out the color. Then a camper passed him headed east and, curious, he glanced in the mirror again. The guy behind – blue, I think. Maybe blue.

Leaving the village the road began to climb and he was again in switchbacks at twenty-five miles per hour. The glare of the headlights from the pickup behind him swept across the mirror going into and coming out of every curve, and he squinted. He turned the mirror so the lights wouldn’t blind him. Should’ve got the day-night mirror, he told himself, but he had saved twenty bucks passing on that option.

Above the noise of his engine he could hear the rhythmic slap-slap of the wipers and the protests of his tires on the wet macadam.

He was almost at the top of this low mountain. He would build a fire in the fireplace when he reached the cabin in a few minutes. Maybe a shot of Irish whiskey while the fire was driving out the chill. Tomorrow he would—

He could hear the engine of the pickup behind roaring and the headlights spotlighted his dash and windshield. He squinted. What was that damn fool doing? Did he want to pass? We’re right at that overlook—

The truck behind smashed into his rear bumper and pushed him. Strong fought the wheel. His vehicle was accelerating. He applied the brakes. Wheel lock-up. He released the brakes and jammed the throttle down. He was trying to steer but the wheels wouldn’t bite on the slick pavement. Goddamn – the car was going across the road, straight for the overlook pullout!

In the gravel the car skidded sideways and Strong glanced over his shoulder, straight into the pickup’s headlights. Then he felt the lurch as the pickup slammed on its brakes.

Panicked, he looked forward but saw nothing, still blinded from the headlights’ glare. He felt the car’s nose go down, then it began to roll, over and over and over.

The motion stopped suddenly with a terrific, smashing impact.

When he came out of his daze he was in darkness and the engine was silent. There was a little light, but it seemed to come from above and behind, from the road. Jesus … Something black and wet beside him. A tree trunk, where the passenger seat used to be.

The car was half wrapped around a tree. He had gone down over the edge and rolled several times and smashed into a tree. That asshole in the pickup … trying to kill him.

He wasn’t hurt too bad. Thank God for seat belts. Blood on his face, minute pieces of glass everywhere. He was still groggy. What’s that smell? Gasoline! A leak. He fumbled for the seat-belt release.

Someone was beside him, reaching in through the smashed window. ‘Hey—’

He was being splashed with something wet. ‘What—’ Gas! It was gas! ‘Please, you gotta—’

Out of the corner of his eye he saw the lighted match come floating through the broken window. The roar of the gasoline igniting was the last sound he heard.
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The airplanes were shiny and brilliant in their bright colors of red, yellow and blue. They hung in the window suspended on wires, frozen in flight, the spring sunlight firing the wings and fuselages and emphasizing the sleek perfection of their forms.

Jake Grafton stood on the sidewalk and stared. He examined each one carefully, letting his eyes roam from tail to prop to gull-like wingtip. After a moment he pushed the door open and went into the warm shop, out of the weak sunshine and the cool breeze coming off the ocean.

As he stood and gazed at another dozen or so planes hanging from the ceiling, the shop proprietor behind the glass counter laid aside his newspaper and cleared his throat. ‘Good morning.’

‘Hi.’ Jake glanced at the man. He was balding and bearlike and perched on a stool. ‘You’ve got some nice airplanes here.’

‘Sure do. You have a son interested in radio control?’

Jake let his eyes find the swooping, soaring forms above his head. ‘No,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘Just looking.’

The proprietor began turning the pages of his newspaper as Jake moved deeper into the shop. He wandered slowly, examining the counter displays, fingering balsa from a wire bin, scanning the rack of X-acto knives and miniature drills, looking at the rows and rows of boxes with airplanes and cars on the covers that stood on shelves behind the counter. Finally, back at the door, he muttered his thanks to the shopkeeper and went out onto the sidewalk.

The sea breeze was brisk this morning and tangy with salt. Not many people on the street. This Delaware beach town lived on tourists and summer was a long way off. At least the sun was out after a week of low, scuddy clouds and intermittent drizzle. Standing there, Jake could faintly hear the gulls crying as they soared above the beach and boardwalk a half block away. He looked again at the airplanes in the window, then went back into the shop.

‘Sell me an airplane,’ he said as the proprietor looked up from his newspaper.

‘Delighted to. Which one you want?’

Jake scanned the planes hanging from the ceiling. He began to examine them critically.

‘You ever build an RC plane before?’

‘Build? You mean I can’t buy one already made?’

‘Not any of these, you can’t. My son built all these years ago, before he went to the air force. They’re his.’

‘Build one,’ Jake said softly, weighing it. He hadn’t figured on that. Oh well, the decision was already made. Now he wanted a plane. ‘Let me see what you have.’

Forty minutes later, with a yellow credit card invoice for $349.52 tucked into his wallet, Jake Grafton left the hobby store carrying two large sacks and walked the block to his car. He walked purposefully, quickly. For the first time in months he had a task ahead that would be worth doing.

Fifteen minutes later he parked the car in the sand-and-crushed-seashell parking area in front of his house. He could hear the faint ringing of the telephone as he climbed the steps to the little wooden porch. He unlocked the front door, sat one of the paper sacks on the floor and strode across the living room for the phone on the wall by the kitchen table. The ringing stopped just as he reached for the receiver. He went back to the car for the other sack.

The airplane, on the lid of the box looked gorgeous, mouth-wateringly gorgeous, but inside the box was sheet after sheet of raw balsa wood. At least the aircraft parts were impressed, stamped, into the wood. All you would have to do was pick them out and maybe trim the pieces. The instruction booklet looked devilishly complicated, with photos and line drawings. Jake studied the pictures. After a bit he began laying out the balsa pieces from the box on the kitchen table, referring frequently to the pictures in the booklet. When the box was empty he surveyed the mess and rubbed his temples. This was going to be a big job, even bigger than he thought.

He put coffee and water in the brewer and was waiting for the Pyrex pot to fill when the phone rang again. ‘Hello.’

‘Jake. How are you feeling this morning?’ Callie, his wife, called twice a day to check on him, even though she knew it irritated him.

‘Fine. How’s your morning going?’

‘Did you go out?’

‘Downtown.’

‘Jake,’ she said, tension creeping into her voice as she pronounced his name firmly. ‘We need to talk. When are you going to call that admiral?’

‘I dunno.’

‘You can’t keep loafing like this. You’re well. You’re going to have to go back to work, or retire and find something to do. You can’t just keep loafing like this. It isn’t you. It isn’t good for you, Jake.’

She emphasized the word ‘good,’ Jake noticed listlessly. That’s Callie, instinctively dividing the world into good and evil. ‘We’ll talk about it this weekend.’ She was driving over from Washington when she got off work this evening. Jake had driven over to the beach house two days ago.

‘That’s what you said last weekend, and Monday and Tuesday evenings. And then you avoid the subject.’ Her voice was firm. ‘The only way I can get your undivided attention is to call you on the phone. So that’s what I’m doing. When, Jake?’

‘This weekend. We’ll discuss it this weekend. I promise.’

They muttered their goodbyes. Jake poured a cup of coffee and sipped it as he sorted through the piles of balsa again. What had he gotten himself into?

Coffee cup in hand, he went through the front door and walked past the car to the street. He turned toward the beach, which was about a hundred yards away. The house beside his was empty, a summer place that belonged to some doctor in Baltimore. The next house belonged to a local, a pharmacist whose wife worked nights down at the drugstore. He had seen their son on the beach flying a radio-controlled airplane, and didn’t Callie say this week was spring break for the kids? He went to the door and knocked.

‘Captain Grafton. What a pleasant surprise.’

‘Hi, Mrs Brown. Is David around?’

‘Sure.’ She turned away. ‘David,’ she called, ‘you have a visitor.’ She turned back toward him, ‘Won’t you come in?’

The boy appeared behind her. ‘Hey, David,’ Jake said. He explained his errand. ‘I need some of your expert advice, if you can come over for a little while.’

Mrs Brown nodded her approval and told her son to be back for lunch.

As they walked down the street, Jake explained about the plane. The boy smiled broadly when he saw the pile on Jake’s kitchen table. ‘The Gentle Lady,’ David read from the cover of the instruction booklet. ‘That’s an excellent airplane for a beginner. Easy to build and fly. You chose a good one, Captain.’

‘Yeah, but I can’t tell which parts are which. They aren’t labeled, as far as I can tell.’

‘Hmmm.’ David sat at the table and examined the pile. He was about twelve, still elbows and angles, with medium-length brown hair full of cowlicks. His fingers moved swiftly and surely among the parts, identifying each one. ‘Did you get an engine for this plane?’

‘Nope.’

‘A glider is more difficult to fly, of course, more challenging, but you’ll get more satisfaction from mastering it.’

‘Right,’ Jake said, eyeing the youngster at the table.

‘Let’s see. You have a knife, and the man at the store – Mr Swoze, right? – recommended you buy these pins to hold the parts in place while you glue them. This is a good glue, cyanoacrylate. You’re all set, except for a board to spread the diagram on and pin the parts to, and a drill.’

‘What kind of board?’

‘Oh, I’ll loan you one. I’ve built three airplanes on mine. You spread the diagram on it and position the parts over the diagram, then pin them right to the board. And I’ll loan you my drill if you don’t have one.’ Jake nodded. The youngster continued, his fingers still moving restlessly through the parts, ‘The most important aspect of assembling this aircraft is getting the same dihedral and washout on the right and left wing components, both inner and outer panels. Be very careful and work slowly.’

‘Okay.’

‘I’ll run home and get my board and drill. You won’t need the drill for several days, but I might as well bring it over.’ He bolted out the door, leaving Jake to refill his coffee cup and stare at the actual-size diagram.

The house was quiet, with only the background murmur of the surf on the beach and the occasional burble of a passing car to break the solitude. The task assumed a life of its own; breaking the pieces out of the balsa boards, assembling them on the diagram, occasionally sanding or trimming with the razor-sharp hobby knife before pinning them into place. As he worked he occasionally glanced at the picture on the box, visualizing how the airplane would look soaring back and forth above the sand, trying to imagine how it would feel to fly it. This would be real flying, he knew. Even though his feet would not leave the ground, the plane would by flying free, and since he would be flying it, so would he. He carefully glued the rudder and vertical stabilizer parts together and began assembling the horizontal stabilizer.

The knock on the door startled him. He had been so intent on his task he had paid no attention to the sound of the car driving up. ‘Yeah. Come on in.’

He heard the door open. ‘Captain Grafton.’

‘Yep.’ Jake looked up.

The man standing there was in his late twenties, slightly above medium height, with short brown hair. ‘Toad Tarkington! Come on in! What a surprise!’

The man’s face split in a wide grin and he crossed the room and pumped Jake’s hand. ‘It’s great to see you again. CAG. I thought for a while there you were dead.’

Grafton nodded and studied Lieutenant Toad Tarkington, today clad in jeans and rugby shirt and wind-breaker. He looked… just the same as he did the morning they went after Colonel Qazi in an F-14 five months ago. Last September. And here he was with that grin… quick, energetic, nervous. He was ready to laugh or fly, ready for a prank in the ready room or a night cat shot, fully alive. That’s what Toad Tarkington projected – vibrant, energetic, enthusiastic life.

‘I’m not a CAG now, Toad. I’m just a plain ol’ sick-leave captain.’ CAG was the title bestowed on an air wing commander, and was pronounced to rhyme with ‘rag.’

Toad grabbed his hand and held it, that grin splitting his face. ‘Have we got a lot to talk about! I tried to call you, sir, but your phone wasn’t listed.’

‘Yeah. Had to have the number changed. The reporters were driving me nuts.’

Toad pulled one of the kitchen chairs around and sat down. ‘I was pretty damn happy last fall when I heard you were alive. What happened to you anyway, after we rammed that transport?’

‘Some Greek fishermen pulled me out of the water. I don’t remember a thing. Had a concussion. Lucky for me the life vests inflate automatically nowadays. Anyway, they pulled me out and I made it.’

‘How come they didn’t radio someone or head for port?’

‘Their radio was broken and they were there to fish.’ Jake looked away from Toad. He was back among the ordinary, everyday things. For a moment there … but he was here, at the beach house. ‘They thought I was gonna die on them any minute and they needed the fish. I was in a coma.’ His shoulders moved up and down. ‘Too damned many Gs. Messed up my eyes. That’s why I wear these glasses now.’

Jake removed the glasses and examined the lenses, as if seeing them for the first time. ‘It’s 20/100 now. It was 20/500. The Gs almost ripped my eyeballs out.’ He placed the glasses back on the bridge of his nose and stared at the pieces of balsa on the kitchen table. ‘I don’t remember much about it. The docs say some blood vessels popped in the front part of my brain and I had some memory loss.’

‘By God, sir, I sure as hell can fill you in.’ Toad leaned forward and seized his arm. Jake refocused on that excited, expressive face. ‘The Gs were something else and I couldn’t get to the ejection handles, and I guess you couldn’t either. Man, our bacon was well and truly fried when she broke up and spit us out. The left wing was gone and I figure most of the left vertical stab, because we were getting pushed around screwy. I—’ He continued his tale, his hands automatically moving to show the piane’s position in space. Jake stopped listening to the voice and watched the hands, those practiced, expressive hands.

Tarkington – he was the past turned into a living, breathing person. He was every youngster Jake had shared a ready room with for the past twenty years, all those guys now middle-aged … or dead.

Toad was still talking when Jake turned back to the pile of balsa on the table. When he eventually paused for air, Jake said mildly, ‘So what are you up to these days?’ as he used the X-acto knife to trim a protruding sliver from a balsa rib piece.

‘My squadron tour was up,’ Toad said slowly. ‘And when you get a Silver Star you can pretty well call your next set of orders. So I talked it over with the detailer.’ He looked around the room, then swivelled back to Jake. ‘And I told him I wanted to go where you were going.’

Jake laid the knife down and scooted his chair back. ‘I’m still on convalescent leave.’

‘Yessir. I heard. And I hear you’re going to the Pentagon as a division director or something. So I’m reporting there this coming Monday. I’ll be working for you.’

Jake smiled again. ‘I seem to recall you had had enough of this warrior shit.’

‘Yeah. Well, what the hell! I decided to stay around for another set of orders. I can always pull the plug. And I’ve got nothing better to do right now anyway.’

Jake snorted and rubbed his fingertips together. The glue had coated his fingertips and wouldn’t come off. ‘I don’t either. So we’ll go shuffle paper for a while, eh?’

‘Yessir,’ Toad said, and stood. ‘Maybe we won’t get underway, but we’ll still be in the navy. That’s something, isn’t it?’ He stuck out his hand again, like a cowboy drawing a pistol. ‘I’ll be seeing you in the office, when you get there,’ he said as Jake pumped the outstretched hand. ‘Say hello to Mrs Grafton for me.’

Jake accompanied Toad to the door, then out onto the porch. There was a young woman in the car, and she looked at him curiously. He nodded at her, then put a hand on Toad’s shoulder and squared around to face him. ‘Take care of yourself, y’hear?’

‘Sure, CAG. Sure.’

‘Thanks for coming by.’

As Toad drove away Jake waved, then went back into the house. The place was depressing. It was as if Tarkington brought all the life and energy with him, then took it away when he left. But he was of Jake’s past. Everything was past. The flying, the ready rooms, the sun on the sea as you manned up to fly, all of it was over, gone, finished.

It was after four o’clock. He had forgotten to eat lunch. Oh well, Callie wasn’t going to get here until nine o’clock or so. The Chesapeake Bay Bridge shouldn’t be crowded on Friday evenings this time of year. He could get some more of this plane assembled, then fix a sandwich or something. Maybe run over to Burger King.

He scratched at the glue caked on his fingertips. The stuff came off in flakes if you peeled it right. This plane – it was going to be a nice one. It was going to be good to fly it. When flying was all you knew and all you had been, you needed a plane around.

Oh, shit! As he looked at the pieces he felt like a fool. A fucking toy plane! He threw himself on the couch and lay there staring at the ceiling.

Toad Tarkington was silent as he drove from stoplight to stoplight on the main highway through Rehoboth Beach. The woman beside him finally asked, ‘So how is he?’

‘He’s changed,’ Toad said. ‘The official report said he was in a coma for two weeks. It was a week before that Greek fishing boat even made port. It’s a miracle he didn’t die on the boat. He said the fishermen expected him to and kept fishing.’

‘I would have liked to meet him.’

‘Well, I was going to mention you were in the car, but he was busy working on a model airplane and he was … Anyway, you can always meet him later.’

The woman reached for the knob to turn the stereo on, then thought better of it. ‘This new assignment – asking for it just because you like him …’

‘It’s not that I like him,’ Toad said. ‘I respect him. He’s … different. There aren’t many men like him left in this day and age. If Congress hadn’t jumped into that incident with both feet and voted him the Medal of Honor, he would probably have been forced to retire. Maybe even a court-martial.’ Toad smacked the steering wheel with his hand. ‘He’s a national hero and he doesn’t give a damn. I’ve never met anyone like him before.’ He thought about it. ‘Maybe there aren’t any more like him.’

The woman reached for the knobs again and turned the stereo on. She had known Toad Tarkington for three weeks and she was still trying to figure him out. He was the first military man she had dated and he was modestly famous after the attack last fall on United States. Her friends thought it was so exciting. Still, he was a little weird. Oh well, he made a decent salary and bathed and shaved and looked marvelous at parties. And he was a fine lover. A girl could do a lot worse.

‘Where do you want to eat tonight?’ she asked.

It was dark and spattering rain when Jake heard Callie’s car pull in. He had completed assembly of the vertical and horizontal stabilizers, and rudder, and the wings, and had placed them on top of the bookcase and credenza to cure and was cleaning up the mess on the kitchen table. He raked the rest of it into the box the airplane had come in and slid the box up on top of the kitchen cabinets, then went outside to meet her. She was opening the trunk of her car.

‘Hey, good-looking. Welcome home.’ He pecked her cheek and lifted her overnight bag out of the trunk.

‘Hello.’ She followed him into the house, hugging herself against the evening chill. He closed the door behind her and climbed the stairs toward the bedrooms. ‘What’s this?’ Callie called.

‘I’m building an airplane,’ he boomed as he dropped the bag on the bed. When he reached the foot of the stairs she was examining the wing structure without touching it. ‘It’s dry enough to pick up. How about coffee?’

‘Sure.’ Callie walked slowly around the living/dining area, her purse still over her shoulder, looking. She opened the door to the screened-in porch and was shivering in the wind, looking at the wicker furniture, when he handed her the coffee cup. ‘This stuff needs to be painted again.’ She slid the door closed and leaned back against it as she sipped the hot liquid.

‘What kind of week did you have?’

‘So-so.’ She was halfway through her first semester as a language instructor at Georgetown University. ‘They asked me to teach this summer.’

‘What did you say?’

‘That I’d think about it.’ She had been planning on spending the summer here at the beach. Kicking her pumps off, she sat on the sofa with her legs under her. ‘It all depends.’

Jake poured himself coffee and sat down at the kitchen table where he could face her.

‘I went to see Dr Arnold this afternoon.’

‘Uh-huh.’ Jake refused to go back to the psychologist.

‘He says if you don’t get your act together I should leave you.’

‘Just what does the soul slicer think my act is?’

‘Oh, cut the crap, Jake.’ She averted her face. She finished her coffee in silence, then rinsed the cup in the sink. Retrieving her shoes, she went upstairs.

The sound of water running in the shower was audible all over the downstairs. Jake spread the airplane diagram on the table and opened the instruction manual. Finally he threw the manual down in disgust.

He needed a drink. The doctors had told him not to, but fuck them. He rummaged under the sink and found that old bottle of bourbon with several inches of liquid remaining. He poured some in a glass and added ice.

The problem was that he didn’t want to do anything. He didn’t want to retire and sit here and vegetate or find a civilian job. He didn’t want to go to the Pentagon and immerse himself in the bureaucracy. The Pentagon job had been the only one offered him when he was finally ready to be discharged from Bethesda Naval Hospital. The politicians had made him a hero and checkmated the naval establishment, but the powers that be had still been smarting from the way the official investigation had been derailed. Luckily he had been damn near comatose in the hospital and everyone in uniform knew he had nothing to do with the political maneuvering. So he was still in the navy. But his shot at flag rank had vaporized like a drop of water on a hot stove. Not that he really ever hoped to make admiral or even cared.

He lay down on the couch and sipped at the drink. Maybe the whole problem was that he just didn’t care about any of it anymore. Let the other guys do the sweating. Let them dance on the tightrope. Let someone else pick up the bodies of those who fell. He put the glass on the floor and rolled over on his side. Maybe he was depressed – that soul doctor … Yes, depression, that was probably …

When he awoke it was two in the morning and the lights were off. Callie had covered him with a blanket. He went upstairs, undressed, and crawled into bed with her.

The wind whipped the occasional raindrops at a steep angle and drove the gray clouds at a furious pace as Jake and Callie strolled the beach. They were out for their usual morning walk, which they took rain or shine, fair weather or foul. Both wore shorts and were barefoot; they carried the flip-flops they had worn to traverse the crushed-seashell mix that covered the street in front of their house that led to the beach. Both were wearing old sweatshirts over sweaters. Callie’s hair whipped in the wind.

Jake critically examined the contours of sand around the piles that supported a huge house some ignorant optimist had constructed on the dune facing the beach. The first hurricane, Jake suspected, would have the owner tearing his hair. The sand looked firm now. Shades obscured all the windows. The house was empty. Only three or four other people were visible on the beach.

Birds scurried along the sand, racing after retreating waves and probing furiously for their breakfast. Gulls rode the air currents with their noses pointed out to sea. He watched the gulls and tried to decide if the Gentle Lady could soar with them. The moving air had to have some kind of an upward vector over the sand. Perhaps if he kept the plane above the dune. The dune was low, though. He would see.

Callie’s hand found his and he gave it a squeeze. He led her down into the surf, where the ice-cold water swirled about their feet. ‘Toad Tarkington said to say hi.’

‘He called?’

‘Stopped by yesterday afternoon. He’s going to the Pentagon too.’

‘Oh.’

‘If you teach summer school, we’ll see more of each other this summer,’ he said. ‘We’ll be together every evening at the apartment in Washington as well as every weekend here.’

Her hand gripped his fiercely and she turned to face him.

He grinned. ‘Monday morning, off I go, wearing my uniform, vacation over—’

She hugged him and her lips made it impossible to continue to speak. Her hair played across his cheeks as the ebbing surf tugged at the sand under him.
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