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IT’S ALWAYS FIVE O’CLOCK 
 
 
She was an ash blonde, in her late thirties, and good-looking. Her clothes were expensive, 

her car was a Jaguar, and she had that air of assurance about her that people with lots of money 
always seem to have. She also had a husband – a prominent surgeon who was respected and 
well-liked by those who knew him. But she was bored and looking for something that would 
bring some excitement to her life. She wanted to learn to fly. 

 
Jack Bishop was the flight instructor who took her on as his student. She proved to be a 

quite capable pilot. But their relationship moved beyond that of teacher and student, and Jack 
soon found himself caught in a web of intrigue, deception, and ultimately murder. Dark secrets 
from the past and a consuming love combined to seal their tragic destiny. 

 
In the tradition of James M. Cain’s Double Indemnity and The Postman Always Rings Twice, 

W.L. Heath has written a compelling and suspenseful novel of destructive passion. It’s Always 
Five O’clock is a haunting story about the dark side of human nature, and the frailty of the 
human psyche, which will stay on your mind long after you’ve finished reading the book. 

 



 

 
 

FOREWARD 
 

 
In 1989 my father wrote to me about an idea for a novel. I was in the USAF at the time, 

stationed in California, and this was before email, so we wrote letters to each other as we 
developed the plot. Initially we thought we might co-author this book. But Dad was retired and I 
wasn’t. He had much more time to devote to the project and I didn’t want to hold him back, so 
we eventually decided that we would each write our own novel using the same basic plot. We 
thought it would be fun to compare the books after we were done to see how our individual 
styles and viewpoints took our stories in different directions. 

Later that year, Dad finished his manuscript, It’s Always Five O’clock, which is presented 
here. I, on the other hand, was preparing to leave the military and had more pressing issues – like 
finding gainful employment as a civilian. It was several years before I went back to this plot and 
began work on my manuscript. The end result was Consequences, which I eventually published 
in 2005. As far as I know, Dad never submitted It’s Always Five O’clock to his agent for 
consideration. 

In preparing this novel for publication, it was interesting to compare and contrast it to my 
novel. There are certainly similarities, but there are also significant differences in the plot and 
character development that are indicative of our respective ages, experiences, interests, and 
writing styles. Also, even though this book was written in 1989 and there are a few references to 
popular events that happened that year, it’s not really “dated” other than the obvious lack of 
technology that is prevalent today. None of the characters use cell phones or email or send text 
messages – all of which would have been really useful in a few situations. 

Like all of Dad’s work, the strong character development and insight into human nature is 
what makes this book so engaging. The plot is entertaining, the characters are interesting and 
believable, and the circumstances they allow themselves to be drawn into are very compelling. 

It’s Always Five O’clock is a haunting story about the dark side of human nature, and the 
frailty of the human psyche, which will stay on your mind long after you’ve finished reading the 
book. It is my pleasure to publish it for your enjoyment. 

 

Merrill Heath 
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PROLOGUE 
 
 
6:00 p.m., October 13, 1989 
Channel 31 Eyewitness News 
Huntsville, Alabama 
 
“Good evening, I’m Harry Burns. Topping our news tonight, a mid-air collision at Antioch 

municipal airport has claimed the lives of two people...” 
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ONE 
 
 
She was an ash blonde, probably in her late thirties, and good-looking. Her clothes were 

expensive, her car was a Jaguar, and she had that air of assurance about her that people with lots 
of money always seem to have. She wanted to learn to fly. 

“Why did you come to me?” I asked her that day. “There are two full-time instructors at the 
airport.” 

“I know,” she said, “but their schedules are full, and besides, they look like a couple of kids 
to me. You’ve got a little gray up there. I like that. Were you an airlines pilot?” 

“No, military. Who gave you my name?” 
“The man out there who runs the place.” 
“Max Chandler.” 
“He said you worked mainly as a charter pilot, but occasionally took on students.” 
What Max hadn’t told her was that, though I kept my CFI rating current, I didn’t particularly 

like instructing, and hadn’t been active in it for nearly a year. Now that the charter work was 
picking up, I didn’t need it. 

“If Max’s instructors are booked up, that means the trainers are, too,” I said. “You’d still 
have a problem scheduling the equipment.” 

“In that case, I’ll buy my own airplane,” she said. “How much do they cost?” 
I guess I must have smiled. 
“What’s funny?” 
“You’re really serious about this, aren’t you?” 
“It’s something I’ve been thinking about for a long time, and my mind’s made up. I intend to 

give it a try, if it kills me. Oops, poor choice of words.” 
We were still standing in the foyer of my apartment. I invited her to come in and sit down. 
“Would you like a cup of coffee? I was just making some when the doorbell rang.” 
“What I’d rather have is a drink,” she said. “Is it five o’clock yet?” 
That surprised me, too – that she’d feel comfortable drinking with a man she’d only just 

met, in the privacy of his apartment. But she acted as though it was the most natural thing in the 
world, as though we were already well acquainted. 

I made her a gin-and-tonic, as requested, and poured myself a cup of the coffee. 
“I’d join you, but I’ve got a trip to Atlanta about an hour from now.” 
“Surely one drink wouldn’t hurt.” 
“No, but people don’t like to hire a pilot and have him show up with booze on his breath.” 
“No, of course not. And don’t get me wrong, I’m not trying to corrupt you. Actually, I’m a 

light drinker myself, in case you’re wondering. If you take me on as a student, I promise to show 
up sober.” 

“Which brings us back to the subject.” 
“Right.” She lit a cigarette and looked at me through the smoke. “How much would an 

airplane cost?” 
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“A brand new one, if you could get it, could be anywhere from seventy-five to a hundred 
and fifty thousand dollars, depending on what kind it was and how it was equipped. But I 
wouldn’t recommend buying a new one, at least not until you’re sure flying is your thing.” 

“You mean I might not be able to hack it?” 
“Most people can, but it does take an aptitude.” 
“What you’re saying is, buy a second-hand plane so I don’t have so much invested, right?” 
“Yes, or just be a little more patient and try to schedule one of the rental planes for your first 

few hours.” 
“As you must have guessed, Mr. Bishop, I am not a very patient person.” 
No, I thought to myself, you’re one of those who’s used to having what they want when they 

want it. 
“How much for a used plane?” she asked. 
“Twenty to twenty-five thousand on a late model Cessna 152. That’s a single engine, two-

place – like the planes the instructors use at the airport.” 
“Would a second-hand one be safe?” 
“Oh, sure. They’re inspected periodically and have to meet all sorts of FAA standards to 

make certain they’re airworthy.” 
“And where would I get one?” 
I picked up a copy of Trade-a-Plane, which happened to be lying on the coffee table in front 

of her. “This is a listing of planes for sale all over the country. There’s a place in Pascagoula, 
Mississippi, that specializes in the type airplane you’d be looking for. At any given time they 
have nine or ten to choose from.” 

“How far is it to Pascagoula?” 
“I don’t know. Six- or seven-hour drive.” 
“Could we leave tomorrow?” 
“We?” 
“Well, I’m counting on you for some help. After all, I don’t know anything about airplanes. 

I wouldn’t know what I was getting.” 
“Look, lady…” 
“Carol,” she said, interrupting. “Carol Graves.” 
“Okay, Carol, but you’re getting way ahead of me. I haven’t even agreed to take you on as a 

student, let alone make a trip with you to Mississippi.” 
She thought that over for a moment and decided to finesse it. 
“Your first name is Robert. Do they call you Bob?” 
“No, actually, I’m called Jack. Don’t ask me why. It got started way back there somewhere.” 
“You have a family, Jack?” 
“No.” 
“Single, then.” 
“Divorced.” 
“I thought this looked like a bachelor’s pad.” 
She got up and walked around the room, looking it over. There were photos of airplanes, of 

hunting and fishing expeditions, a couple of golf trophies, and lots of books. 
“Is this the current one?” She had picked up a framed photo from a side table. 
“No, that’s my ex-wife. Right now there isn’t a ‘current’ one.” And why tell her that? I 

wondered. 
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“You must have parted on good terms, to keep her picture around.” 
“We did.” 
“What went wrong?” 
“It wouldn’t interest you.” 
“Well, it might.” She looked back at me and smiled apologetically. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean 

to be nosey, but it’s just that I have a morbid curiosity about things like that.” 
“Things like divorce?” 
“All types of human relationships, and why they succeed or fail. I think it’s important to 

know everybody as thoroughly as you can, in order to understand them better. Yourself 
included.” 

Oh, brother, I thought to myself. 
At the stereo she paused again, leafing through my collection of albums. 
“This is interesting.” 
“What?” 
“Your taste in music. Teddy Wilson, Art Tatum, Billie Holiday. All blues and Dixieland.” 
“Yeah, I guess I’m a little old-fashioned in my musical tastes. I never really got out of the 

thirties and forties.” 
“Well, you aren’t that old.” 
“No, but once I heard it I was hooked. This stuff nowadays is nothing but trash.” 
She laughed. “I couldn’t agree more.” 
“What about you? Why this sudden interest in flying?” 
“Oh, it isn’t sudden. I’ve been considering it for a long time, getting my nerve up. Only the 

final decision was sudden. The final commitment.” 
“And what brought that on?” 
“Boredom.” She turned to look at me. “My life has gotten in a rut. I need something to 

excite me, make me feel alive again.” 
“And you think learning to fly will do that for you?” 
“It ought to. I’m terrified of it.” 
“Wait a minute, you’re scared of flying, and still want to take it up? In spite of that fact?” 
“Not in spite of it, because of it.” 
“What does your husband say? Do you have a family?” 
“Well, yes and no. Maybe the best way to put it is to say that I have a husband and he has a 

family. He’s a doctor – a surgeon – and his first wife died eight years ago. I’m number two.” 
“I see.” 
“Well, I guess I’d better be going. You have that trip to Atlanta and I don’t want to hold you 

up.” 
I glanced at my watch. “Yes, I’m afraid it’s about time for me to head for the airport.” 
At the door she paused. “You’ll notice I haven’t pressured you for a decision. I want you to 

think about it on your way to Atlanta and back. But I warn you, I’m not only an impatient and 
impulsive woman; I’m persistent, too.” 

She got that right. When I returned to my apartment just after midnight that night there was 
a message on my answering machine from Max Chandler. 

“Jack, I’ve got another charter for you, soldier. Tomorrow at two o’clock. That Mrs. Graves 
wants to go to Pascagoula, Mississippi. Oh, and bring your toothbrush and a clean shirt. She 
wants to stay overnight.” 
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TWO 
 
 
Since we weren’t leaving till early afternoon, I had all morning to think about Carol Graves 

and wonder what I was getting myself into. It seemed to me our first encounter had some 
peculiar overtones – her interest in my personal life, for example. Of course, flying her to 
Mississippi and back would be a straight business proposition. A charter was a charter. And 
while I couldn’t very well refuse to take her, it didn’t obligate me to go one inch further. But I 
could see how her mind was working. Once she got me down there and got me involved in 
buying a plane, she’d made me a partner to the deal. At least, that’s how she’d see it. I’d be more 
or less obliged to accept her as a student and help her learn to fly the thing. 

And why, I wondered, did that prospect bother me? Over the years I’d had dozens of 
students, coached them all the way from their first solo to their final check ride and private 
pilot’s certificate, and never had a problem of any kind. What made me think Carol Graves 
would be different? 

Call it a hunch, premonition, intuition, whatever you like. I just had a feeling about her. 
Maybe it had nothing to do with flying. Maybe it was her rich-bitch attitude, or something else 
that I hadn’t put my finger on yet, but Carol Graves was going to be trouble. I felt it in my bones. 

I left the apartment early and, instead of lunch, stopped at Shoney’s for one of those big 
breakfast-bar brunches of eggs, grits, sausage, the works. With my second cup of coffee I read 
the paper. 

At the airport, as I parked my car, I could see the bright orange windsock hanging limp 
against its pole. Overhead the sky was a cloudless turquoise blue. Good flying weather. Better 
than last night, which had been a little on the choppy side with a cold front coming through. That 
front would by lying south of us now, maybe between here and Pascagoula. I would check. 

I dropped my overnight bag in the transit pilots’ lounge and went on down the steps to the 
smaller room where Max Chandler had his office. Max was standing at the counter eating a large 
barbecue plate with french-fries out a Styrofoam container. Max was a short, stocky, bow-legged 
man with more hours than the rest of us put together. He flew B-24's in World War II. A 
religious man who taught a Sunday school class and neither smoked or drank nor used profanity 
– very unusual in the fraternity of fliers. The rest of us had to be careful about our language 
around him. But he had a good sly sense of humor. 

“Morning,” I said. 
“Afternoon,” said Max, glancing at the clock. It was 1300 hours. 
“Well, you slipped it to me, didn’t you?” 
“How’s that?” Max said, through a mouthful of bread.  
“Sent me that Graves woman.” 
“Why, I thought you’d be pleased. Good-looking woman like that. Good-looking bachelor 

like you.” Max never smiled, especially if he was amused. 
“Mrs. Gotrocks.” 
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“So you don’t have to worry about her check being bad. Bet she never solos, Jack. What do 
you want to bet? I’ve seen her type before. Three or four rides and she’ll give it up. Soon as she 
finds out a light plane isn’t like riding first class in a jumbo jet. She’ll be scared to death.” 

“Oh, she’s already scared. Told me that right off the bat. Terrified, I think was the word she 
used.” 

“What’s she doing it for?” he asked. 
“I don’t know. Maybe to prove something to herself. Claims she’s bored. She wants some 

excitement back in her life.” 
“The first cross-wind landing will take care of that.”  
“I don’t know, Max. I get the feeling she’s pretty determined. She’s also used to having her 

way about things. Know why we’re going to Pascagoula?” 
“She didn’t say.” 
“To buy her an airplane.” 
“You’re kidding me.” 
“I wish I were.” 
“That’s putting the cart in front of the horse, isn’t it? On the other hand, she might be a 

natural.” Max was a man who kept an open mind. He looked at both sides of everything. “There 
was something about the way she walks. Know what I’m saying? Something very graceful, Jack. 
My guess is she’ll make a first-rate pilot.” 

“Oh, balls.” 
“You want some of this barbecue?” 
“No, I just ate. I’m going to bring the airplane over and I’ll need gas, whenever you’re 

through eating.” 
“I can live with that.” 
At the door I turned and looked back. “But I didn’t tell her I’d take her on. Not yet. She may 

end up with an airplane and no instructor.” 
“She’ll never solo, Jack. Trust me.” 
 
 
I got my plane out of the hangar, taxied over to the pumps and left her there for Max to 

refuel. Then I went back inside and phoned the Flight Service Station in Gadsden. 
The winds at 8,500 feet were from the north at 24 knots and that cold front had played out 

down around Tuscaloosa. Terminal weather looked good. No problems. I got out my sectional 
charts, my plotter and computer, and went to work on a flight plan. 

For a lot of guys, cross-country flight planning is just a matter of picking out the right Low 
Altitude En Route charts and cranking some code letters into a Loran. But I do it the old-
fashioned way, calculating headings, ground speed, fuel consumption and ETA. I fill all the 
squares, and then if for some reason I should happen to lose my radios, I’m not sitting up there 
wondering where the hell I am. 

I was still at work when Max came back in. 
“You’re all set, soldier.” 
Max had nicknamed me soldier because of my Air Force service, but I suspected it was also 

a subtle way of reminding me that he too had a DFC and a couple of Air Medals. 
“How about some coffee?” he asked. 
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In one corner of the room there was a coffee maker that Max kept going all day. Early in the 
morning the stuff wasn’t too bad, but it kept getting worse as the day went on. By mid-afternoon 
it would be “about 30 weight” by Max’s own description. Theoretically, this coffee was free – a 
courtesy provided by the FBO for the pilots and passengers. But old Max was a canny one. 
Beside the pot there was an empty coffee can with a slot cut in the top and a little sign that read; 
Kitty. He never said a word about it, but whenever you poured a cup of that coffee you could see 
old Max pause at whatever he was doing, listening for a coin to drop in that can. So I had me a 
quarter’s worth of Max’s free coffee, then finished up my flight plan and filed it by telephone. 
The proposed departure time was 2100 Zulu. 

As it turned out, though, our actual departure was an hour and a half later. 
The number on board had to be changed too – from 2 to 3 – because when Carol Graves 

finally showed up, she had her husband with her. 
Having him along should have made me feel better, I guess, but somehow it didn’t. I wasn’t 

ready to admit it then, not even to myself, but looking back on it now I can see that 
subconsciously I must have been looking forward to making that trip with her alone. 

I was already starting to have some complicated and conflicting feelings about Carol 
Graves. 
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THREE 
 
 
Though he was almost completely bald, Dr. Harold Graves was a handsome man, fit-looking 

with a golfer’s tan and very, very pale blue eyes. I judged him to be about sixty – at least twenty 
years older than his wife. 

He was not a general surgeon, as it turned out, but an ophthalmologist, specializing in 
cataract surgery and lens implants. 

“What do you think of your wife’s decision to take up flying, doctor?” 
He smiled, showing even, well-preserved teeth under a small moustache. 
“Why not? If it makes her happy. I’m sure she can do it. Carol’s good at everything – good 

horsewoman, good swimmer, good at tennis. She’s an athlete.” He gazed at her with pride and a 
sort of happy possessiveness, the way a parent might gaze at a gifted and beautiful child. 

She looked good, all right. Even better today than yesterday. She was dressed in gray slacks 
and a green blouse, and she had on sunglasses and a bandana to keep her hair in place. 

“I’m going to ride up front with you, like a co-pilot, if that’s all right.” 
“Sure.” 
“What kind of airplane is this? It has two engines.”  
“It’s a Cessna 310. One of the older models, but solid as a rock.” 
“Could I learn to fly in something like this?” 
“This is not what you want to start out in, Carol. It’s a five-place airplane, much bigger, 

heavier, and faster than what you’ll train in. It has a retractable landing gear and lots of other 
features you don’t have in a trainer.” 

“Oh, I can’t wait to get started. But then I don’t have an instructor yet, do I?” 
“Not yet.” 
She sighed and smiled at me, tilting her head. 
“Jack…” she said. 
 
 
They had three pieces of luggage between them, plus a portable bar – one of those leather 

cases that holds a couple of bottles, cups and mixing paraphernalia. As I was loading this aboard, 
the doctor spoke up. 

“I don’t suppose Carol bothered to ask what this trip will cost.” 
“I get a dollar and a half a mile, doctor, and twenty dollars an hour for layover. However, 

there’s a flat rate of one hundred dollars for staying overnight, and I pay for my own room and 
meals.” 

“How far is it to Pascagoula?” 
“Two hundred and ninety-five miles.” 
“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Hal,” Carol said impatiently. 
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If Carol Graves was terrified of flying she certainly didn’t show it. As we taxied out, she and 
her husband talked casually about some work they were having done at their Guntersville Lake 
condo, and it wasn’t until I began my run-up that she showed any interest at all in what was 
going on. 

“What are you doing now?” 
“Checking the magnetos. There are two of them for each engine.” 
“What’s a magneto?” 
“Think of it like the generator on your car.” 
“Now what are you doing?” 
“Just setting the altimeter at field elevation.” 
“And this gadget here, what’s it for?” 
“Look, we’ll get into all that later, okay? Right now isn’t a good time.” 
“Sorry. But you did say ‘we’ didn’t you?” 
“You and your flight instructor, whoever that turns out to be.” 
By radio I asked Max to phone Gadsden and activate my flight plan. We were ready to roll. 

At smaller airports like Antioch there’s no control tower, so you do your own clearance. 
“Antioch traffic, this is Cessna six-eight-uniform, departing runway two-three.” 
As we lifted off she gave a little gasp of excitement that I felt pretty sure was faked, and as 

soon as we were up and away, turned her attention directly back to me. 
“Does this airplane belong to you or to Max?” 
“To me. Me and the bank.” 
“How does Max fit in?” 
“Well, he’s the FBO – the Fixed Base Operator – and we have an arrangement. For ten 

percent, he handles my appointments and does all the billing and collecting.” 
“You make a good living at this?” 
“By your standards, no. By mine, it’s okay. Owing to industrial plants like Andover and 

Lincoln Mills, there’s a fair amount of charter work here. Antioch, with a population of around 
twenty thousand, is just the right size for an operation like mine. If it were any bigger, I’d have 
competition. If it were much smaller, I couldn’t make a living.” 

“You know why we’re going to Pascagoula, don’t you?” 
“I assume it’s to buy you that airplane. Or maybe you just got hungry for some fresh 

seafood.” 
Behind us the doc had loosened his seat belt and unfolded a copy of Barron’s. He was 

leaving this part of it to Carol. 
“You’re not mad at me, are you?” 
“No, of course not. Why should I be?” 
“Well, you made it pretty clear yesterday that you didn’t want to go. In a way, it’s like I 

tricked you, or forced you into going.” 
“Not at all. I’ve got an airplane for hire, that’s my business. Where you want me to take you, 

that’s your business.” 
“Well, regardless of whether I get you or somebody else as an instructor, my mind is made 

up about buying the plane. It’s the irrevocable step, if you know what I mean. Once I’ve gone 
that far, I can’t very well back out.” 

“Are you still afraid you might back out?” 
“A little.” 
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“Why?” 
“I told you, I’m afraid of flying. I’ll have to force myself to do it. At least starting out I 

will.” 
“You’re not afraid of flying. Look at yourself right now. You’re as relaxed as I am.” 
“Yeah, but that’s because I’m sitting here instead of there. I have all the confidence in the 

world in your flying. It’s the idea of my doing it that scares me. Basically, I’m a very insecure 
person. I’ve never had any self-confidence.” 

Sure, I thought. And I’m a monkey’s uncle. 
She must have read my mind, because after a minute she went on. 
“I used to be a college swimmer, Jack – a diver, actually. Platform and three meter 

springboard. I don’t mind telling you, I was pretty good. I’ve got the medals and trophies to 
prove it. But I never got over the fear of platform diving. It terrified me, even when I was doing 
it and doing it well. I still have nightmares about it.” 

She was quiet for a little while, looking straight ahead through the windshield. Then in a sort 
of sad, thoughtful way she said: “All my battles are interior battles. Seems like every victory, 
every defeat, it’s been me against myself.” 
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FOUR 
 
 
In late May the sun doesn’t set till nearly eight o’clock in this part of the world, so there was 

still lots of daylight left when we landed at Pascagoula. 
“Maybe we could even look at some planes today,” Carol said. “What’s the name of that 

place we want?” 
“Mississippi Light Plane Sales. There’s a good chance he’s located right here at the airport.” 
That wasn’t the case, however. When we inquired, we were told that Mississippi Light Plane 

Sales was based at a small private field twelve miles north of town, off highway 63. At my 
suggestion, Carol made a phone call to see if they’d still be open, and the guy said sure, come on 
up. So I paid in advance for the overnight tie-down, we rented a car and took off. 

When we finally found the place – and we had trouble doing so – it was not, at first glance, 
impressive. There were three Quonset-hut hangars facing a sod strip that couldn’t have been an 
inch over 1,200 feet and had a drainage ditch all the way down one side. Not only that, there 
were power lines at one end, and big trees draped with Spanish moss at the other. 

I don’t know what kind of salesman this guy is, I thought to myself, but he must be one hell 
of a pilot. 

“Looks to me like the place is closed,” said Dr. Graves from the back seat. 
But just then we heard a dog barking and saw a man coming toward us from a mobile home 

situated at the edge of the road where we had just turned in. We got out to meet him. 
He introduced himself as Sam Parks, but he looked enough like Andy Griffith to have been 

his double. He had that big, toothy grin. He even sounded like Andy. 
“Y’all folks come all the way over here from Alabama? I declare!” 
He walked with both hands in the hip pockets of his khaki pants as we followed him toward 

the hangars. 
“My boys done gone for the day, but me, I don’t never close. Anybody wants to look at a 

airplane, old Sam Parks get right out of bed to oblige them if necessary. Talk about airplanes 
now, I gottum!” 

He did indeed. He showed us a total of ten airplanes in the next half hour or so, eight of 
which were ready to fly, two of which were undergoing major repairs. They were crowded into 
two of the three hangars, wings interlocking, like colorful toys a child had crammed away in a 
space not quite big enough to hold them. Most of the planes were 152's, but there were a couple 
of older 150's and they ranged in airframe time from 6,000 hours to as little as 1,600. He gave 
each of us a Xeroxed copy of his price list, showing engine times SMOH, radio equipment, and 
last annual. The prices were a little under what I had expected, ranging from around $15,000 to 
$23,500. 

“Where do you get all these planes?” I asked him. 
“Ever’where. Couple of them came from as far away as California. Me and Herschel – he’s 

my shop foreman – we flew back the two you saw in overhaul from Port Arthur Texas just last 
week. It got pretty hairy, too, I’ll tell you what. Both of them were out of annual, and the one I 
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flew had no compression at all on one cylinder by the time we got here. Like not made it.” He 
grinned his Andy Griffith grin. 

“What about that one?” Carol said. She was pointing toward a plane just visible in the open 
doorway of the third hangar, the one he hadn’t taken us into. 

“No, ma’am, that there’s my airplane. My own personal plane. It ain't for sale. Besides, it’s a 
172. A little bit bigger than what you’re looking for.” 

“It doesn’t look all that much bigger.” 
“Hundred and forty-five horsepower.” He turned to me, having already guessed that I was 

the only bona fide pilot in the group. “It has the old six-cylinder Continental engine, which I 
myself prefer to the Lycoming. Man, she just purrs!” 

“What year model is it?” 
“1963.” 
“Then it must have manual flaps, too.” 
“Does. Which I also prefer. The simpler it is, the less liable to go wrong, I always say.” 
Carol was marching over toward it for a better look, so we had to follow. She walked all the 

way around it, then stepped up on a wheel strut to peer inside. 
Considering its age, it was good-looking piece of equipment, all right – new paint, new 

upholstery – this one had been lovingly cared for and hangared most of its life. All I could find 
wrong was a crack in one of the horizontal stabilizers that had been drilled to a stop. I took a 
look inside to check the avionics. There were two Narco Nav-Coms, a Loran and ADF. 

“Jack, why couldn’t I be taught to fly in this airplane?” 
“Well, you could. But you heard what the man said, it’s not for sale.” 
“Nonsense. Everything’s for sale if the price is right. Isn’t that so, Mr. Parks?” 
Sam Parks gave us his bashful Andy Griffith grin and ducked his head. “I’d sure hate to part 

with that one, Miz Graves. What I mean is, I’d have to ask so much it just wouldn’t be right.” 
“How much?” 
“I’d have to study about it.” There was a warning note in his voice. 
Dr. Graves, who hadn’t had much to say up till now, asked why she had taken such a shine 

to that particular one. 
“Because it’s the prettiest, Hal. I like the lines, and it has a nicer color scheme.” 
“My God,” said the doctor. “Isn’t that just like a woman?” 
But you could tell he was delighted. Indulging Carol’s whims seemed to give him a good bit 

of pleasure. 
I figured it was time for me to step in and offer some advice, if that’s why she’d brought me 

along. 
“Look, now that we’ve seen all the planes, why don’t we take Mr. Parks’ list back to the 

motel with us and go over it carefully. You’ve got plenty of time to make a decision before we 
leave tomorrow. And there are lots to choose from, so don’t be hasty.” 

“How much, Mr. Parks?” Carol asked. I don’t think she had heard a word I said. 
Sam Parks shook his head grimly, staring hard at the ground. “Miz Graves, I swear. I’d have 

to ask you twenty-three thousand for that airplane.” 
She turned toward her husband with a melting look. 
“Oh, Hal, please. I want this one.” 
“Get the paperwork ready, Mr. Parks. We’ll be back tomorrow morning to close the deal.” 
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FIVE 
 
 
I broke one of my rules and got a little drunk that night. 
The motel we stayed at was a big Hampton Inn, and it had an exceptionally nice swimming 

pool where we settled down after dinner, with a bucket of ice and a bottle of Scotch. We’d 
already had several drinks at a seafood place out near the shipyard. 

“Too bad you didn’t bring your suit, Carol,” the doctor said. “You’d have had the pool all to 
yourself.” 

It was pleasant sitting there with a breeze rattling the palms and the water glowing green and 
luminous in the dark. Way out over the gulf there was one of those stationary thunderheads with 
lightning flashes behind it, but overhead the sky was crowded with starts. 

“Jack, do you think that’s a good airplane I’m getting?”  
It was a topic we’d avoided all during dinner, but I guess she’d decided it was time to talk 

about it now. She knew I was rankled at having my advice ignored, especially since I’d only 
come along at her insistence. 

“Yeah, it’s a good airplane.” 
“I was a little surprised at the price. Actually, there are two other planes on that list he gave 

us that he wants more for.” 
“That’s because they’re later models. That 172 is the oldest airplane he had.” 
“But you do think it’s safe?” 
“Oh sure. When we get it back to Alabama we’ll let Max’s boys go over it. They’ll check 

the compression and a few things like that. But that was his own private airplane, and it’s my 
guess that it’s had topnotch maintenance.” 

“By the way, how are we going to get it back to Alabama?” Dr. Graves wanted to know. 
“I’m sure he’ll deliver it for you. He’ll charge you for the gas and his ticket home.” 
“Bus ticket?” 
“No, plane ticket. From either Birmingham or Huntsville, whichever is most convenient.” 
“What did you think of the price, Jack?” 
“I think you’re paying about three thousand dollars too much.” 
I guess it sounded a little harsh, but I’d had just enough liquor to want to get a lick in. Now 

was a hell of a time to start asking my advice. 
Not long after that Carol poured herself a good stiff drink, told us goodnight, and took it 

with her back to the room. That left me alone with the doc, who was well along by this time and 
in the mood to talk. 

At first he asked me some questions about myself, but soon got around to his own life’s 
story, which interested him more. He’d had tuberculosis as a child, he said. “Spent one whole 
winter in Bluefield, West Virginia, sleeping on a screened-in porch.” Did I know how cold it got 
in Bluefield, West Virginia? 

No, but I knew one thing about Bluefield. It had the damnedest airport I ever saw. Right on 
top of a mountain. 
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“When I was twelve years old my father bought me a horse. My first horse. Old Buckskin.” 
He shook his head happily. “Been in love with horses ever since. In fact, I’ve got two saddle 
mares right now. One for me and one for Carol. Every year we go to Shelbyville to the Walking 
Horse Celebration – make my reservations from one year to the next. Every year without fail.” 

“Is Carol a good rider?” 
“Excellent rider. Excellent. She had a little trouble with it at first because she was afraid of 

horses, but once she overcame that fear, excellent rider.” 
 “She tells me she’s afraid of flying, too. But she’s determined to learn it.” 
“Well, that’s how Carol is. It’s almost as though she looks around for something hard or 

dangerous, and then dares herself to try it.” 
“Why do you figure she’s that way?” 
“I don’t know, Jack, I really don’t. There are times when I don’t understand Carol very well. 

She gets these spells, or moods, or whatever, and it’s like she’s ...” 
“Unhappy?” 
“Well, I’d hate to use that word because, goodness knows, I do everything I can to make her 

happy. She’s got everything she wants – a fine house, a place on the lake, an expensive car, a 
cabin cruiser.” 

“An airplane.” 
“And now an airplane. No, I wouldn’t say that Carol is unhappy exactly, it’s more like she’s 

... well, just restless. And I don’t know what to do about it. We take at least one nice trip every 
year – a cruise or a trip abroad – but I’ve got my practice, of course, and I can’t spend a whole 
lot of time with her. You know how that is. And besides, the way she spends money we’d soon 
be broke if I quit work.” 

“Maybe learning to fly will help. If it’s a little excitement she craves, that ought to work like 
a tonic.” 

“Let’s hope so, Jack.” 
He took another sip of his drink, leaned back and closed his eyes. 
“Let’s see now, where was I?” 
“Old Buckskin. You were twelve years old. Or maybe it was Buckskin who was twelve 

years old.” 
“No, that was me all right. The next year – when I was thirteen – that’s when the house next 

door to ours burned to the ground and they arrested the gardener for it. Turned out he was a sex 
pervert. My mother nearly had a fit when that came out, because the poor old fellow had been a 
great favorite with us kids. Made us these boomerangs, and taught us how to throw them.” 

From there he went on to tell me about fishing in Alaska with his father, his two years at a 
military prep school called Clifton Forge, and the double wedding of his twin sisters – both of 
whom were subsequently, though not simultaneously, divorced. What I was waiting for was to 
hear about his first wife. His family. That’s what I was really interested in. What about his 
children? How old were they now? And how did they get along with Carol? 

But at the rate he was going I knew I’d either be passed out or sound asleep before he got 
there, so after a while I made an excuse about being cold, told him goodnight, and tottered off to 
my own room. 

The next morning at nine o’clock we were back with Sam Parks at Mississippi Light Plane 
Sales. 
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Things went just about as I expected. Yes, either Sam or “Herschel” would deliver the plane, 
and yes, the Graves would have to pay for the gas and his airfare back to Mobile, that being the 
nearest airport with commercial service. 

A bill of sale was made out and signed and all the appropriate documents transferred over. 
This included the Airworthiness Certificate, engine and airframe logbooks, the operating manual, 
and a large manila folder containing weight-and-balance records, repair and maintenance 
histories, etc. 

Dr. Graves wrote the check and they all shook hands.  
As we were about to leave, Sam reached in his hip pocket and brought out the oldest, 

shabbiest eel-skin wallet I ever saw. That thing looked like it was decomposing. 
“Here,” he said to me. “Here’s my business card. Carry that back to Alabama with you and 

stick it on the bulletin board somewhere. Let them boys know I’m down here!” He grinned and 
winked. “Appreciate it, hear?” 

On the way back to the airport Dr. Graves spoke up out of a long silence.  
“You know, that fellow Sam reminds me of somebody, but I can’t think who.” 
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SIX 
 
 
If memory serves, that was May 30th when we made the trip to Pascagoula, and came back 

on the 31st. I could check my logbook and be sure about it, but the exact dates aren’t that 
important. What is important is that somewhere on the way back I must have made the decision 
I’d been resisting, because the next day when Max asked me about it, I said yes, I’d be 
instructing Mrs. Graves. 

“Against my better judgment,” I added. 
“Why do you say that?” 
“I don’t know, Max, she’s one of those headstrong broads out to prove something to herself. 

And that’s not what you’d call the ideal approach to learning to fly. It’s like she picked this over 
bull-fighting, if you know what I mean.” 

“She bought a 172?” 
“Yeah, and against my advice, too, by the way.” 
“Oh well. When’s the airplane due here?” 
“Tomorrow.” 
“Tomorrow you won’t be here. You’re going to Fort Wayne, Indiana.” 
“See, there’s another problem. Busy as I’ve been lately, when am I going to fit her in?” 
“Aw, you two will work it out. Her own schedule can’t be very tight – the hairdresser, tennis 

lessons, maybe the shrink on alternate Fridays. Rich people have an abundance of leisure, Jack, 
and leisure time is flexible.” 

“Rich or not, this one isn’t very flexible.” 
“Anyhow, I’m glad you decided to do it, soldier. The other two boys just don’t have the 

maturity to handle something like that. I bet she was pleased, wasn’t she? What did she say?” 
“She doesn’t know it yet.” 
 
 
The Fort Wayne trip was on June 2, and that’s a date I am sure about, because a tornado 

touched down near the airport about thirty minutes after I took off. It was a bastard of a trip, with 
violent weather all over the Southeast that night. Antioch had less than a thousand feet and two 
miles, and we landed in a thirty-knot crosswind. I was glad to get down, and so were my two 
airsick passengers. 

Next morning, there sat Carol’s 172. I hadn’t even noticed it when we came in. 
“Well, Max, I see Carol’s plane arrived.” 
“Who?” 
“Mrs. Graves.” 
“Oh, yeah. Got here just ahead of that weather yesterday.” 
“She come down and look it over?” 
“Well, she came down, but she really didn’t look at the plane. I don’t think she was feeling 

well. Also the guy was in a hurry to get to Huntsville and catch his flight back home.” 
“Did she ask about me?” 



It’s Always Five O’clock 

17 

“No, but I’m sure you’ll be hearing from her soon.” 
Just then Ted Yates came in. Ted was one of the other two flight instructors – a big curly-

haired guy with a sunny disposition. He was dressed in shorts with his sunglasses pushed up 
across the crown of his head. Ted had just become a father. 

“Hi, Ted, how’s the baby?” 
The baby was fine but keeping them up all night, Ted reported cheerfully. Luckily his wife’s 

mother had been able to come and was going to stay for a couple of weeks. He was very happy 
about that. Ted loved everybody, even his mother-in-law. 

“Say, who’s Skyhawk is that out front? I haven’t seen that one around.” 
“Belongs to that Mrs. Graves,” Max told him. 
“The blonde in the Jag?” 
“Right.” 
“Well, well, well, went out and bought herself an aeroplane, did she? Who’s going to teach 

her to fly it? Not me, I hope.” 
“Why do you say that, Ted?” I asked. 
He wagged his head. “I’m sure she’s a nice lady, Jack, but me and her just didn’t hit it off. 

She caught me admiring her tits.” 
“Jack’s taking her,” Max said. 
“Good. Jack can handle her. She’ll listen to Jack.” 
“Who do you have this morning, Ted?” Max asked. 
“Cargile, the guy from over in Buckhorn.” 
“How’s he doing?” 
“Doing fine. About ready to solo. I got three that will probably solo this week, if the weather 

is good.” 
Ted’s student showed up soon after that, and when they went out to preflight, I turned back 

to Max. 
“Mrs. Graves say anything about me getting in touch with her?” 
“No, like I told you, she was only here long enough to get the keys and pay for the tie-down. 

Hardly had anything to say at all. I think she was just getting over a cold or something.” 
“Was her husband with her?” 
“No, came by herself. But look, I’ve got her phone number here, if you think you ought to 

call her.” 
I shook my head. “It’s up to her to call me. Who knows, she may have changed her mind 

and decided on Ted after all. Or Larry.” 
“I doubt it, soldier. You’ll be hearing from her.” 
“What did the guy look like who delivered the plane? Was he a tall, lanky character with a 

toothy grin?” 
“No, actually he was a little sparrow-chested fellow. Big talker, though. I’ll tell you who he 

reminded me of. You remember Barney Fife on the Andy Griffith Show?” 
“Must have been Herschel.” 
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SEVEN 
 
 
Now came a strange sort of interlude. Time passed, the weather was good, but no word from 

Carol Graves. There sat her plane, like something abandoned. A week went by – and it was a 
week, incidentally, when all I had was two short hauls to Atlanta-Hartsfield. Every day I was at 
the airport for an hour or two, but nothing was happening. The 310 was due for a 100-hour 
inspection, so I decided to bring it on into the shop during the lull. It would have been a perfect 
time to start Carol’s training – but where was she? Had she changed her mind? Lost her nerve? 
Given up the whole idea? 

“Maybe she’s sick,” Max said. “She didn’t look too hot the last time I saw her. I think you 
ought to give her a call.” 

“If I haven’t heard from her by Monday, I will.” 
That was Saturday. That very same afternoon when I got back to my place, the silver Jag 

was sitting parked at the curb. 
“Been waiting for you,” she said. 
“No, I think I’ve been waiting for you.” 
“Does that mean what I hope it means? That you’re to be my instructor?” 
“Yeah, I guess you’ve won me over.” 
“Oh, Jack, I’m so glad!” 
She got out of the car, threw her arms around my neck, and in a cloud of expensive perfume, 

hugged me and kissed me, right on the mouth. I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t nice. 
“But where on earth have you been for a week? I thought you were anxious to get started.” 
“Had a touch of the flu. But I’m okay now, and so excited. Could we go inside and talk?” 
In the kitchen I took out a bottle of gin and went to the refrigerator to get some ice. 
“Nothing for me, Jack.” 
I looked at my watch. “Why not? It’s five o’clock.”  
“Yeah, I know, it’s always five o’clock. But I’m not drinking right now. Doctor’s orders.” 
“How come?” 
“Some medication I’m taking. It doesn’t mix with alcohol. You go ahead though.” 
“How about a coke?” 
“A coke would be fine.” 
When I brought it to her she looked up at me and smiled, tilting her head a little to the side 

in the way she had of doing. 
“Mind if I ask you a couple of questions?’ 
“No, I guess not.” 
“Why were you so reluctant to take me on? And what made you change your mind?” 
All of us lie occasionally, out of politeness. 
“Mainly it was because I just don’t do much instruction anymore, Carol. I don’t have the 

time.” 
“No, that wasn’t it, Jack. You were scared of me. I think you still are, a little. Why?” 
When I didn’t answer right away, she went on. 
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“Want me to tell you what I think? I think you see me as a rich bitch who’s been badly 
spoiled all her life, somebody who’d be hard to deal with.” 

“Well, your husband indulges you. You can’t deny that.” 
“You also see me as impulsive, compulsive, and probably a little unstable – none of them 

the attributes of a good pilot. Right?” 
I shrugged. 
“Nolo contendere,” she said. “Well, I’m going to surprise you, Jack Bishop. I’m going to be 

a good, conscientious student, and I’m not going to insist on any preferential treatment of any 
kind. You’ll see. You’ll be the boss, and I’ll do my damnedest to please you.” 

“Great. Then we should have no problems at all.” 
“Now, what about the second question? What made you change your mind?” 
“Well, I think you’ve already answered that yourself, haven’t you? You’ve adjusted your 

attitude to something I think I can work with.” 
“Yeah, but you didn’t know that till just now. You’d already made the decision – made it 

sometime during the past week while you were waiting to hear from me. Am I right, or am I 
wrong?" 

“What is it you’re trying to get me to say, Carol?" 
“I’m trying to get you to say that you’re beginning to like me a little, in spite of myself. That 

you’re beginning to find me a little more interesting, a little more attractive. Not in an improper 
way, don’t get me wrong. That’s not what I mean at all. Just in a personal, human way.” 

How in the world do you respond to something like that? 
She must have seen how uncomfortable I was feeling, because all at once she gave a gay 

little laugh, slightly forced, and brushed it all aside with a wave of her hand. 
“Skip it,” she said. “Forget I said that. I have a way of making situations awkward. It’s just 

something I was born with. Like a club foot or a cleft palate.” 
“Carol.” 
“Get me another coke, would you? This stuff I’m taking makes you thirsty.” 
When I came back she was lighting a cigarette, and I was surprised to notice that her hand 

was shaking. 
“Now, about these flying lessons. When do we start and what do I have to do? Buy a 

parachute? I’ll get a designer one, by Ralph Lauren or Yves Saint Laurent.” 
I laughed. “No, no parachutes.” 
“What, then?” 
“Well, you’ll need to have a physical exam in the next few days for your Student Pilot 

Certificate, and there are a couple of books I’ll ask you to buy. Max has them. It would be nice if 
we had a ground school, but we don’t. There’s lots more to learn about flying than just how to 
operate the controls of an airplane.” 

“Such as?” 
“FAA regs, navigation and chart reading, radio procedures, weather briefing, and also 

something called the principles of flight, of which you know little or nothing right now.” 
“Sounds formidable.” 
“Not when you take it a step at a time.” 
“When do we begin?” 
“Tomorrow morning, if you want to. That airplane’s been sitting there waiting for a whole 

week now.” 



It’s Always Five O’clock 

20 

“I won’t sleep a wink tonight.” 
“Relax, I’ll be doing most of it tomorrow. The first flight is for familiarization, mainly.” 
“What time tomorrow?” 
“That’s entirely up to you. It’s one of the nice things about owning your own equipment.” 
“Is eight o’clock too early?” 
“No, just right. It’ll still be cool, and the air should be smooth.” 
As she was leaving I asked about Herschel. 
“Who drove him to the jetplex?” 
“I did.” She laughed suddenly and shook her head. “That little peckerwood, he actually 

made a pass at me. Can you believe that?” 
Yes, I could believe it. She had that effect on men – myself included. 
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EIGHT 
 
 
I went out to the airport at 7:30 the next morning, making it a point to be early. But even so, 

she got there ahead of me. The Jag was in the parking lot and when I went inside I found her 
leaning against the counter talking to Max. Or, more accurately, listening to Max. He was 
enjoying it, too, that old rascal. Had his feet propped up on his desk, tilted way back in his swivel 
chair with his Auburn cap down over one eye. I noticed she’d already bought the books I’d 
recommended, also a plotter and an E6B computer, neither of which she’d need for quite some 
time. It’s a wonder Max hadn’t sold her an expensive pair of Ray-Ban sunglasses, too. I guess 
she already had them. She was dressed in what looked to be a man’s white shirt and designer 
jeans that fit her, shall we say, snuggly. 

Predictably, she had to use the bathroom before going out to the plane, and while she was in 
there, Max rendered one of his judgments. 

“That girl will make a fine pilot, soldier. Mark my words.” 
He’d also predicted, two weeks earlier, that she’d never solo. So, however it turned out, Max 

was bound to be right. 
 
 
As we walked around the airplane I pointed out the control surfaces and explained how they 

worked – ailerons, rudder, elevators, trim tabs. Next we did a thorough preflight inspection with 
me showing her what to look for and asking her to remember certain specific things. 

After untying the ropes and pulling the chocks, I opened the door for her to get in. 
“Wait a minute, this is the pilot’s side, isn’t it? The left side? I thought you said you’d be 

doing it today.” 
“You’ll do all your training from the pilot’s seat. Don’t worry, I can handle it from the 

right.” 
We got in, buckled up, and I went through the startup procedure, explaining carefully as I 

went along. 
“The first thing to do is check your controls and make sure they’re free and functioning 

properly.” 
I took the gust lock off and worked the yoke in and out, left and right.  
“Next we set the trim tab at the take-off position. That’s down here in the floor between us. 

And while we’re down there let’s check to make sure the gas tank selector switch is on BOTH. 
I’ll give you a printed checklist to follow when you start doing this yourself, but right now I’m 
just showing you, okay?” 

She nodded. “What’s that, the brake lever?” 
“No, that’s for lowering the flaps. We’ll get to that later. Next we set the mixture at RICH, 

put the carburetor heat OFF, and we prime the engine.” 
I gave it two squirts and cracked the throttle. The window on my side didn’t open, so I asked 

Carol to open hers and call out CLEAR. 
“Why do we do that?” 
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“To make sure nobody’s standing under the prop.” 
“But you could tell that by looking, couldn’t you?” 
“You could, but it’s an additional precaution. A rule, let’s say. Before starting any airplane 

engine, you call out the warning, ‘Clear!’” 
“But if there’s not a soul in sight…” 
“Carol.” 
“Sorry, Jack. I forgot. I promised complete cooperation, didn’t I?” 
“Next we put the battery switch on and turn the ignition key to start the engine.” 
She kicked off on the second turn, and with the throttle advanced to 1,000 RPM, settled into 

that rhythmic beat that Sam Parks had described as a “purr.” 
“As soon as the engine starts you want to check the oil pressure. That’s this instrument here. 

If the needle doesn’t come up in the green pretty quick, shut her off. It means you’ve got a 
problem. 

“Next we turn on the navigation lights and the radios. This radio right here is the 
transponder. I’ll explain its function later. Here’s your Loran, and these other two are for 
navigation and communication. We’ll only need one of them today, so we turn it on and set the 
frequency at 122.8. That’s the Unicom frequency for this field, and for most other fields like it. 
We can talk to Max on 122.8, and also to other planes that might be in the vicinity. 

“Now we’re ready to taxi. If we were at a larger airport with a control tower we’d have to 
call Ground Control for instructions, but here we just look out the window and try not to bump 
into any of these parked airplanes.” 

At the end of the runway I checked the mags, carburetor heat and suction gauge, and set the 
D.G. and the altimeter – explaining as I went along what I was doing and why I was doing it. 

Flaps up. Everything in the green. We were ready for take-off. I made the departure call and 
turned to Carol. 

“Put your feet on the rudder pedals now and take the control yoke in your hands lightly.” 
“What for?” 
“I want you to follow me through on the controls to get the feel of it.” 
“All right.” 
I saw her draw a deep breath and all at once I realized she had tensed up on me. She was 

scared now, and this time she wasn’t faking it. 
“Relax, Carol, it’s like riding a bicycle, once you get the hang of it.” 
 
 
“Well, how’d I do?” She asked me an hour later as we brought our coffee into the pilot’s 

lounge for the post mortem. I had let her do some gentle turns and some climbs and descents. 
“I thought you did fine, Carol. You were a little nervous at first, but you seemed to get more 

comfortable as it went along.” 
“For a first-timer, how would you grade me; average or below average?” 
“No, I think you were actually above average. You maintained your altitude in the turns, and 

that’s unusual.” 
“The landing frightened me, though. That’s going to be the hard part for me.” 
“Well, it is for everybody, I guess. What we’ll work on first is the approach. A good 

approach usually means a good landing, and vice versa. The idea is to get it down as close to the 
runway as you can, and then hold it off until it quits flying and settles on.” 
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“That’s easier said than done.” 
“It just takes practice.” 
“The radio confuses me, too. It all sounds garbled and run together. I can’t understand 

anything I’m hearing.” 
“That’s largely a matter of knowing what to listen for. There’s a special sort of language 

that’s used, with lots of abbreviations. But I’ll coach you on that as we go along. It really isn’t 
hard to pick up.” 

“When do you think I’ll solo? I’m already dreading it.” 
“With most students it takes ten to fourteen hours to get to solo. Some more, some less. 

Don’t worry, though, I’m not going to send you up there by yourself until I’m confident you can 
handle it.” 

“And after that do I get my license?” 
“Oh no. That’s just the beginning. You’ll have lots of squares to fill before you’re ready to 

become a licensed pilot. You’ll learn to do stalls, you’ll practice slow-flight, and short-field 
landings, all sorts of stuff. You’ll make cross-country flights to other airports.” 

“By myself?” 
“With me at first. Later by yourself.” 
“What time span are we talking here, weeks or months?” 
“Months, easily. I read somewhere that the average student logs about sixty hours before 

he’s ready for the license flight review.” 
“That takes a long time, doesn’t it?” 
“Yes, especially when you consider there’ll be gaps in your training – times when I’m away, 

or when the weather is bad. If you managed to fly four times a week, which would be a lot, it 
would still take better than three months.” 

She smiled. “Looks like you and I are going to be spending a lot of time together, doesn’t 
it?” 
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NINE 
 
 
Carol did well on her next three or four flights and seemed to be gaining a lot of confidence, 

but then we caught sort of a windy day and she had some trouble. She tensed up on me again, 
and afterwards I could tell she was discouraged. I probably should have canceled the flight, but 
she’d been doing so well I thought she could handle it. 

“Look, tomorrow is Sunday and neither of us has any special plans. Let’s come down here 
and work some more on these landings. A little wind shouldn’t bother you. Carol, you’ve been 
doing great.” 

She showed up the next day with liquor on her breath. 
I didn’t notice it till after we got in the plane and she was starting the engine. 
“Wait a minute.” 
I reached over and cut the switches. 
“What’s the matter?” she asked. 
“You’ve been drinking.” 
“No I haven’t.” 
“I know damn well you have, Carol, I can smell it on your breath.” 
“Okay, I had one drink. One small drink. Don’t make a federal case out of it.” 
“What did you do that for?” 
“We had a party last night and I woke up feeling hungover. I needed something to get me 

going. But I’m okay.” 
“No, I don’t think you are.” 
“Look. Goddamnit, I don’t have to sit here and submit to a scolding, do I? I’m paying you to 

be my flight instructor, not my guidance counselor.” 
I waited a minute to cool off before answering. 
“That ‘paying you’ was below the belt, Carol. I did you a favor when I took this job, and 

you know it. I’m not doing it for the money.” 
“I know, Jack. I’m sorry. Sorry I said that.” She shook her head helplessly. “Sorry I took the 

drink, sorry about everything. Oh, shit! Why do I screw everything up?” 
She started to cry, and for a little while I let her. But then I unbuckled my seat belt, got out a 

handkerchief and passed it to her. 
“Why’d you really take that drink, Carol?” 
She blew her nose. “You know why. Dutch courage. I got scared again yesterday.” 
“Well, liquor isn’t the answer to that. Liquor will only get you killed in an airplane.” 
She didn’t say anything. Just sat there slump-shouldered, looking discouraged, and now 

suddenly exhausted. 
“Carol, I think one of your problems is you expect too much of yourself. Actually, you’ve 

been coming along fine. Everybody has a bad day. And let me tell you something else, 
everybody’s a little scared, too. Don’t let them kid you. There isn’t a pilot in the world who isn’t 
always a little afraid of what he’s doing. It’s something you carry around with you and learn to 
live with. It goes with the territory, as they say. Anybody with a grain of sense knows that flying 
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is inherently dangerous. The law of gravity makes it that way. But it’s an acceptable risk, when 
you do it right and your equipment is sound. 

“Not everybody is cut out for flying, but I think you are. I really believe that. You have good 
coordination and an excellent sense of equilibrium, probably from having been a diver. And 
believe me, confidence is something that comes with time and experience. You’ll see.” 

She smiled at me tearfully. “Shall we try it again tomorrow?” 
“No, tomorrow I have a trip to Shreveport and then on to Houston. I won’t be able to fly 

with you again until Thursday. But it’s just as well because I think you need a break. We’ve been 
going at it pretty steady. Take the next three days to rest and study your manual.” 

“Everything will be all right, won’t it, Jack?” 
“Of course.” 
 
 
When I got back from Houston Wednesday afternoon the first thing Max said to me was: 

“Dr. Harold Graves wants you to call him. At his office.” 



It’s Always Five O’clock 

26 

 
 
 

TEN 
 
 
The message worried me a little, especially the part about calling his office. That made it 

sound urgent. Or was it simply that he had something to say he didn’t want Carol to hear? Either 
way, I didn’t like it. 

Max had the TV on, watching a re-run of Sanford and Son, his favorite show, so I went into 
the pilots’ lounge to use the pay phone. 

To my surprise, Dr. Graves answered the call himself. I had expected his nurse or his 
receptionist. 

“Jack, how busy are you?” 
“Not busy at all, right at the moment. I just got back from a trip.” 
“Are you scheduled with Carol this afternoon?” 
“No, I didn’t expect to get back this early, so we set it up for tomorrow.” 
“Good. I was wondering if you and I could get together for a little chat this afternoon.” 
“Sure. Is anything wrong?” 
“Not really. I just thought it would be a good idea for me to have a talk with you – discuss 

how she’s doing and things like that.” 
“It’s fine with me, doc. Are you not working?” 
“No, I take Wednesday afternoons off. It’s my golf day normally, but I’m not playing 

today.” 
“You want me to come to your office?” 
“If we do that, the phone is sure to ring. What say we meet at the condo. At Riverbend. You 

know where that is?” 
I did. It was on Highway 79, north of Guntersville. About a twenty-minute drive. There was 

a marina there too. 
 
 
When I arrived at Riverbend Dr. Graves was standing out in the grass in front of his condo, 

watching for me. It looked to me like he was dressed for golf, and I wondered about that, too. 
Had this been a last minute decision, or had he done it to hide his intentions from Carol? 

We shook hands and he clapped me affably on the back. 
“Come on in and let me show you around. Carol and I love this little place – spend most of 

our weekends here. I’ve got a boat down there in the marina, too.” 
There were two bedrooms, a living room, dining room, kitchen and den. The walls of the 

den were covered with pictures – most of them framed photographs of what I took to be family 
gatherings and parties with friends – and also several mounted fish. One of them was a small 
marlin, which he had to have caught somewhere else. They don’t have fish like that in 
Guntersville Lake. What really caught my eye, though, was a big glass display case filled with 
golf trophies. 

“You must be quite a golfer, Dr. Graves.” 
“Call me Hal. Please. We know each other pretty well by now, don’t we?” 
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“Okay, Hal. What’s your handicap?” 
“I play to a five or a six when I’m on my game.” 
“I’m impressed.” 
“Used to be a scratch golfer, Jack, believe it or not. But I can’t reach the long par fours in 

two anymore. Actually, I grew up on a golf course – took lessons one winter from Sam Snead. 
My father used to say that a good game of golf, like a good game of pool, is the sign of a 
misspent youth. Do you play?” 

“Yeah, I hack it around.” 
“We ought to get together some afternoon. I’m in a regular threesome on Wednesday, but 

we could tee it up some Saturday or Sunday.” 
“You’d have to spot me a stroke a side, and then I’d probably lose money.” 
He laughed and pointed to a chair. 
“Sit down there and tell me what you’ll have. Scotch? Bourbon? Gin-and-tonic? I think 

we’ve got just about anything you’d like.” 
I knew Scotch was his drink, so I told him that would be fine. 
He made the highballs and brought them in, then offered me a cigarette from a silver box on 

the coffee table. 
“Thanks, but I don’t smoke.” 
“Well, I don’t either of course. Quit twenty years ago when my colleagues started badgering 

me about it. I wish I could get Carol to give them up.” 
“Yes, I’ve noticed she’s a fairly heavy smoker.” 
“Carol’s heavy everything. Everything she does, she seems to do to excess.” The shadow of 

a frown crossed his face, but then he looked up and smiled encouragingly. “Tell me how it’s 
going with the flying lessons. I can’t get much out of her about it.” 

“She’s doing great. Pressing a little too hard, maybe, but coming along as well as anybody 
could expect.” 

“Anybody but Carol. I have the feeling she’s impatient with herself. But that’s just Carol.” 
“I know, I told her so myself. Last time we flew it was a little windy, so naturally she had 

more trouble with her landings than she’d had before. It seemed to upset her. I tried to tell her it 
happens to everybody, and not to let it get her down. 

“She’s still a little scared of flying, Hal. It’s the main thing she has to overcome. And she 
hasn’t quite accomplished it yet. That’s the odd part, to me, that she’d be so determined to do 
something she actually dreads.” 

Dr. Graves set his drink aside and laced his fingers together. His mood, all at once, had 
turned serious. We were coming to the point now. 

“Jack, there’s something I think I ought to tell you about Carol. Probably should have done 
it sooner, but I guess out of loyalty to her, I hesitated. In the past she has had some emotional 
problems. 

"You see, Carol had a very bad experience once, and it seems to have eclipsed her whole life 
ever since. When she was twenty-four years old she was involved in a tragic automobile accident 
that caused the death of her closest friend.” 

“Was she driving the car?” 
“Yes, Carol was driving. Actually, she ran over this other person in the country club parking 

lot, extraordinary as that sounds. But there was a party in progress and there had been lots of 
drinking. To make matters worse, it happened on the eve of Carol’s marriage to a very fine 
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young man from one of the best families in Virginia. The wedding never took place. She had a 
complete nervous breakdown and was in and out of hospitals for the next two or three years.” 

“What about her fiancé?” 
“He married eventually – someone else, of course – and is now a partner in one of the most 

prestigious law firms in Richmond.” 
It wasn’t clear to me what the social status of these people had to do with it, but then I 

wasn’t from Virginia. 
“The girl who was killed – Carol’s intended Maid of Honor – was my own niece. The 

daughter of one of my sisters.” 
He looked at me closely to see what I’d make of that. 
“So you knew Carol a long time before she became your wife.” 
“Yes. In fact, I’ve known Carol since she was a child. Our families were very close, even 

before all this happened. We used to vacation at Hilton Head together. And of course there was 
never any hard feeling about the accident. No recriminations or anything like that. How could 
there be? Carol was a victim, a casualty of the accident herself. 

“We all did our best for her, trying to rescue her from that dreadful sense of guilt and 
depression. I myself took a big hand in her recovery, paying visits every week, bringing her little 
things like flowers and books and candy, to try and cheer her up. You see, by this time her own 
parents had divorced and both remarried and that family unity, which she needed more than ever, 
was missing. Carol turned to me more and more and gradually, as time went by, we became very 
close. So close, in fact, that after my wife’s death, I asked Carol to marry me and she accepted. 

“I know what you’re thinking. I was twenty years older and must have seemed more like an 
uncle to her than a suitor. But actually, that wasn’t the case. Carol and I have had a good 
marriage for nearly seven years now. We agreed from the outset that there would be no children, 
but aside from that, our relationship is as warm and loving as anyone else’s.” 

I sat there and stared at him for a minute, thinking to myself, I don’t like this man. I don’t 
like what he’s telling me, and I don’t like him. 

I wanted to ask him about some other relationships. The one between him and Carol’s 
divorced parents, for instance. I bet they weren’t all vacationing together at Hilton Head 
anymore. And those children by his first wife, they must be nearly as old as Carol. How had that 
relationship worked out? But a more relevant question had already come to mind. 

“You said Carol was in and out of hospitals for a long time. What kind of hospitals?” 
“Oh, you know, rest and rehabilitation retreats. Places like that.” 
“Psychiatric wards?” 
“On one occasion, yes.” 
“Dr. Graves, has Carol ever tried to commit suicide?”  
He gave a heavy sigh. “She’s tried it twice, Jack. But let me hasten to say that both incidents 

were a long time in the past, and she’s been totally out of therapy for five, nearly six years now. 
Carol’s fine. She has her ups and downs, of course, but who doesn’t. I think she’s as sound as a 
dollar, I really do. 

“But I felt I owed it to you to tell you this.” 
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ELEVEN 
 
 
There’s a bumper sticker on the back of Max’s pickup truck that says, I’M A DYE-HARD 

AUBURN FAN. Pat Dye was the Auburn football coach. And right next to it there’s one that 
says, CHRIST IS THE ANSWER. I haven’t taken the trouble to analyze it and figure out why, 
but there’s something funny about those two bumper stickers being together like that. You keep 
trying to connect them, logically. 

Except for aviation, the three biggest things in Max’s life are Auburn football, Sanford and 
Son, and Jesus Christ – though I probably should have reversed the order. He never goes to the 
Auburn games, but he watches when they’re on TV and he follows them avidly in the sports 
section of the newspapers. Max knows all about who’s redshirted, who’s injured, how many 
years of eligibility somebody has left, and stuff like that. He’s a walking encyclopedia of Auburn 
football. And he’s the same way about the Bible. Max can give you chapter and verse. 

But getting back to those bumper stickers, there was also something symbolic, it seemed to 
me, about them being together like that, because it pointed up the fact that there are two 
conflicting sides to human nature. On the one hand we all want to be good Christians full of 
brotherly love. On the other hand, we’d like to kick the crap out of somebody – say, Georgia and 
Alabama. 

I’m not sure how all this ties in with my reaction to what Dr. Graves had told me about 
Carol, but it’s how I was thinking the next morning when I arrived at the airport. I happened to 
park behind Max’s old Chevy pickup, and was still sitting there looking at those bumper stickers 
when the silver Jag eased in behind me like a big, silent gray cat. 

 
 
Carol gave me a first rate performance that day. She was clear-eyed and rested, and ready to 

go. 
We went up to four thousand feet, did some stalls and practiced our slow-flight, then I 

showed her how to tune in the Birmingham VOR. 
“Rotate the course selector until the needle is centered at the bottom of the dial.” 
“Like this?” she asked. 
“Right. What does it read?” 
“Forty-five degrees.” 
“Now look at your TO/FROM indicator. What does it say?” 
“Says FROM.” 
“That means you’re on the forty-five degree radial going away from the station. If we want 

to fly toward it, we simply rotate the course selector a hundred and eighty degrees and re-center 
the needle. Now what does it say?” 

“TO. And the course selector is on two hundred and twenty-five degrees.” 
“That’s your heading to the Birmingham VOR. All you have to do is keep the needle 

centered and you’ll fly right over it. Think of that Omni station as a wagon wheel. We’re going 
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down one of the spokes toward the hub. Spoke number two-two-five. Let’s see if you can keep 
that needle centered for a while.” 

“It’s already straying off to the left. How do I correct?” 
“Turn toward the needle. Always turn toward the needle. But do it in small increments, 

otherwise you’ll cross right over it and the needle will swing right. Next thing you know, you’re 
not flying straight down the radial but snaking back and forth across it. The closer you get to the 
station the harder it will be to keep the needle centered, because the angle narrows constantly.” 

“How am I doing now?” 
“That’s very good.” 
“But look at my compass heading. It’s five degrees off.” 
“That’s all right. Your true heading is still two hundred and twenty-five degrees. What 

you’re doing is crabbing into the wind, which shows you the value of that little radio. Without it, 
and flying a compass heading of two-twenty-five, you’d miss Birmingham by miles.” 

On the way back I reached over without warning and pulled the throttle back to idle. 
“All right, Carol, you just lost your engine. What do you do now?” 
“First I establish an eighty mile-an-hour glide.” 
She got busy trimming the ship up and in a matter of seconds had us descending right on 

eighty MPH. 
“Next I start looking for a flat place without any trees or power lines. I need a field or a 

pasture big enough to set this baby down.” 
I had already selected what I thought was the best spot before pulling the power off – a long 

green stretch that ran right alongside Highway 431. She was about halfway through a gentle one-
eighty when she spotted it too. 

“Right there. That’s what I want. I’m a little high, so I’ll make a couple of shallow S-turns 
and put down another notch of flaps.” 

I left her alone, not offering a word of criticism or advice, and watched her make a picture-
perfect power-off approach. We were down to about two hundred feet. 

“Jack! We’re not going to actually land, are we?” 
I laughed and took over the controls, shoving the power in to climb back out. 
“Carol, that was absolutely super. I couldn’t have done it any better myself.” 
She squealed with delight and leaned over to give me a kiss on the cheek. 
“But don’t congratulate yourself too soon. We’ve still got some landings to shoot when we 

get back.” 
“Bring ‘em on. Right now I feel like I can really fly this thing after all.” 
She put her hand in mine, lacing our fingers together, and gave a squeeze. That didn’t 

surprise me. I’d gotten used to her impulsive, childlike demonstrations of affection. But it did 
surprise me that she left it there most of the way back. 

 
 
After four flawless touch-and-goes, we called it a day and taxied back to the ramp. 
“You know what I wish, Carol?” 
“What?” 
“I wish there was some way to fine-tune you.” 
“What do you mean by that?” 
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“You’re either totally confident and in command of things, like today, or you’re full of 
doubts and anxieties, like last Sunday. You go up and down like a yo-yo. Where I’d like to 
regulate you is about midway in between.” 

“Well, Jack, if anybody can do that, it’s you. Hang in there, buddy.” 
 
 
The whole morning had been such a success neither of us wanted it to end. 
“Let’s go somewhere for some coffee,” she said. “I might even like a plate of scrambled 

eggs.” 
So we went to Shoney’s and ended up gorging ourselves. She not only had the eggs, but 

pancakes on the side. Then we sat talking over two or three coffee refills. At first the talk was 
about flight procedures and things she’d been studying in her manuals, but after a while it took a 
more personal turn. 

“Jack, I know you’re sensitive about discussing your private affairs, but I find it hard to 
believe there's no woman in your life. You're too attractive for that. How long have you been 
divorced?” 

“Five years.” 
“That’s an awfully long time. Surely you haven’t ...” 
I had to laugh because it was so obvious what was going through her mind. 
“No, Carol, I haven’t been exactly celibate all that time. There have been some girls along 

the way. It just so happens that I’m not dating anyone at the present moment.” 
“Hal and I are having a party Saturday night. I want you to come.” 
“And you were hoping I could bring a date?” 
“No, actually I’d prefer having you to myself. You will come, won’t you?” 
“Yes, I’ll come. Thanks for asking me. Will this be at the condo?” 
“How’d you know about the condo?” 
“You and Hal were talking about it on that trip to Pascagoula.” 
“No, I’m having this party at our house, where there’s more room” 
“What’s the dress?” 
“Wear a jacket. Tie is optional. We’ll be outside on the terrace, unless it rains of course. 

Buffet food. Music. Maybe a little dancing.” 
“Sounds great. I’ll look forward to it. Who knows, I might even scrounge up a date.” 
“Don’t try too hard.” 
As we were leaving the restaurant I told her again how pleased I was with her progress. I 

wanted to keep her spirits up if I could. 
“I know, Jack, but today there wasn’t any turbulence. The weather was perfect. How will I 

do when the clouds roll in and the wind starts to blow? Flying is a little like life, isn’t it? Easier 
when the weather’s fair.” 

That last remark had a dark note, but it was the only one all morning, so I discounted it, 
more or less. On the whole, things were looking pretty good. 

I hadn’t mentioned my meeting with her husband because he’d asked me not to. “Let’s keep 
this confidential,” he’d said. But on my way home I thought some more about what he’d told me, 
and here’s what I decided: If there was anything like a subconscious “death wish” behind Carol’s 
wanting go learn to fly, I couldn’t detect it. The way it looked to me, Dr. Graves should have 
been worrying about something else entirely. 
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TWELVE 
 
 
Friday I was free and Max asked me to fly Ted to Chattanooga so he could bring back a 

Cherokee 180 that somebody had up there being painted. We went in one of the trainers. 
“Well, how’s it going with the Jaguar lady?” Ted wanted to know. For some reason he was 

grinning. 
“She’s doing really well, Ted. I’m pleased with her progress.” 
“About ready to solo?” 
“No, it’ll be a little while yet. I think she has seven or eight hours. I’d like her to have at 

least ten before I turn her loose.” 
“Max predicted she’d be a natural.” 
“Yeah, Max also predicted she’d never solo. Actually, she is a natural, from a purely 

physical standpoint. I don’t think I ever had a student with better coordination.” 
“Man, you can say that again. She could give some of these girls a lesson in how to walk. 

Mamma Mia.” 
“It’s the other thing that’s holding her back. She still has lapses of self-confidence.” 
“I got one that’s just the opposite. That building contractor from Claysville. He’s got 

seventeen hours, and he’s still scaring the shit out of me every time we go up. Makes these 
carrier landings, man. Ka-wham! The sucker can’t seem to tell whether he’s two feet off the 
runway or twenty.” 

“Maybe he has no depth perception.” 
“And airspeed means absolutely nothing to him. He’s liable to take off with the stall warner 

blowing, and then fly his approach at the red line. But confidence? He’s full of that, buddy. I 
believe he’d get in an F-16 if you handed him the keys. I call him Fearless Fosdick. Not to his 
face, of course. But I swear I don’t know what to do with him, Jack. He’s a hell of a nice guy, 
and he’s getting very impatient to solo. It’s starting to look like I’m just dragging it out for his 
money. I’d be happy to give him all his money back if he’d go home and forget about flying. 
That man has no business in an airplane.” 

“Well, if you’re convinced of that you have an obligation to tell him so. Don’t send him up 
there to kill himself, and maybe somebody else.” 

“I know,” Ted said gloomily. “I guess that’s what it’s coming to. I just hate it because I like 
the guy. Know what I’m saying?” 

 
 
When I got back that afternoon I helped Max watch the second half of Sanford and Son, 

then we switched over to the weather channel. There was a low developing in Arkansas with a 
cold front trailing south of it. 

“We’ll have rain tomorrow,” Max said. 
“Yeah, it’s already starting to cloud up west of here. Doesn’t look like Carol will get her ride 

in tomorrow.” 
“Who?” 
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“Mrs. Graves.” 
“Oh, that’s right, Carol Graves. I keep forgetting you two are on a first-name basis.” 
I looked to see if he was needling me, but you can never tell anything from Max’s face. 
I decided to bait him a little. 
“She’s also planning a big party at her house tomorrow night, with dancing on the terrace. 

Rain would spoil that, too.” 
He wanted to ignore it, but he couldn’t. His curiosity had the best of him. 
“You going?” 
“Yeah, I’m invited. I guess I’ll go.” 
Max cleared his throat and pretended to get busy with some paperwork on his desk, but after 

a while he got up and sauntered around the counter to sit down beside me on the old rump-
sprung sofa that faces the TV. 

“They go to my church,” he said. 
There had been such a long interval of silence it took me a minute to figure out what he was 

talking about. I’d lost the thread. 
“Oh, you mean Hal and Carol. Doctor and Mrs. Graves.” 
There was another long silence, but I knew the discussion wasn’t over yet. You had to wait 

on Max. He was cagey. 
“They don’t come very often, and of course it’s a big congregation. That’s why I didn’t 

recognize her at first. But I kept thinking to myself, ‘I’ve seen that woman somewhere before.’ 
Turns out that’s where it was; at church. Sometimes he comes without her.” 

Max got out his pocket knife and began cleaning his fingernails. 
“How much do you know about those folks, Jack?” 
“Very little, actually. Just what I found out on the Mississippi trip. He’s an eye surgeon, 

she’s his second wife, they have a lot of money." 
“Yes, I’d heard she was his second wife. You’d expect that anyway, him being so much 

older.” 
“I think they’re from Virginia originally. Don’t know how long they’ve been down here.” 
“Six years,” Max said. 
“You may know more about them than I do.” 
“She ever talk about that?” 
“About what?” 
“Why they moved down here.” 
“No. Why should she?” 
“The way I hear it, they were very well connected up there. Society folks. Seems odd that 

he’d leave a setup like that and move way off down here where nobody knew him. It must have 
taken him a good while just to rebuild his practice.” 

We were interrupted along about then by the radio. Somebody requesting an airport 
advisory. 

Max went behind the counter to answer the call, then came back and sat down again. 
“That’s the Fieldcrest Citation coming in,” he said. “They’ll want a car and refueling.” 
“Go on. You were about to tell me why Dr. Graves left Virginia to relocate in Alabama.” 
“No, I was just saying it seems odd that he’d do it.” 
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“Who knows? Maybe his marrying Carol created some family friction. That’s often the case 
when there are children by the first marriage. Or maybe he just figured the long-term prospects 
were better down here.” 

What I was privately thinking was that they’d probably moved down here to get away from 
Carol’s problems. Dr. Graves might have wanted to give them both a fresh start, among people 
who didn’t know her medical history. 

But old Max was frowning and shaking his head. 
“No, the way I hear it, Dr. Graves left up there under something of a cloud. Seems as though 

there were some peculiar circumstances surrounding the death of that first wife. They even held 
an inquest. 

“But of course you can hear anything.” 


