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Dedication

 


To the Women's Auxiliary Ferrying Squadron
(WAFS) the Women Airforce Service Pilots (WASP) and the millions of
women who worked in defense plants, shipyards, and everywhere they
were needed across the country during WWII. Although this work is
fiction, the woman who ferried planes in WWII were very real. Their
dedication and willingness to give all to the war effort received
little or no recognition for over thirty years. Even today, it is a
fairly well kept secret.

 


There was no WASP base in Chicago during
World War II. The Douglas C-54 transport planes were assembled at
Douglas Aircraft, situated where O'Hare is today. The WASP
airfield, barracks, plant and adventures therein are the stuff my
dreams are made of.


Special Thanks

 


To Mom, for making Chicago in the forties
real for me, and Dad, for teaching me how airplanes go up, stay up,
and sometimes unexpectedly come back down.


Chapter 1

 


"What did she say?" Even as he spoke, the
corners of Phillip Mercer's mouth edged upward. Years of practice
helped him stop the encroaching grin and he replaced it quickly
with a look of confusion. A look he directed first at his daughter
and then his wife. The ten years since the stock market crash gave
Phillip time to perfect those looks. When he needed to sooth an
irate investor at his brokerage firm, the practice proved useful.
None of his expressions, however, would persuade the two women who
knew him best that he hadn't understood his daughter's words.

His response, although not a complete
surprise, was still infuriating. Charlotte summoned every morsel of
patience she could find to remain quiet while her mother answered,
but her intense green eyes glared across the room. He'd heard what
she said and thought asking her mother to repeat it was funny. Only
Phillip seemed amused.

Flames blazed in the fireplace with as much
intensity as her passion to fly and prompted Char to push the
overstuffed chair a few feet away. What concerned her most was that
she had lost control of the conversation in such a short time.
After hours of rehearsing, his first remark had thrown her off the
script. She squeezed her shoulders together, straightened her
spine, and sat back, resolute. His smug attitude meant nothing. She
wouldn't, she couldn't give up.

Charlotte's mother, Harriet Mercer, an
attractive woman of forty-five, found her husband's tactics
somewhere between infuriating and laughable. Both women knew it
would be difficult to get his approval, but Harriet suspected his
sudden loss of hearing was an attempt to make fun of their
daughter's ambition. That, she decided, was unacceptable. "You
heard what she said, Phillip. Charlotte wants to fly
airplanes."

The temperature in the room climbed, but
beyond moving the chair to the porch, Char saw no escape. She
stayed seated and took a deep breath as he examined his scotch and
sorted through his beliefs on a woman's proper place and
limitations. She had heard them often enough to recite from memory.
Judging by his expression, she was about to hear them again.

"Charlotte, you're a woman. A spunky one
without question, but a woman nonetheless, and women don't fly
airplanes. I was never quite sure we should have allowed you behind
the wheel of an automobile."

The word 'allowed' blistered Char's eardrums,
but she refused to comment on it or his automobile remark. She'd
driven for three years with no problems while he'd had two
accidents and numerous tickets. "Dad, it's 1940." She spoke in her
practiced steady voice. "In 1911, Harriet Quimby, the first woman
in this country to earn her pilot's license, flew across the
English Channel. You read newspapers and listen to radio
broadcasts. Women fly planes and break aviation records all the
time."

"That Earhart woman didn't make out too
well." He ignored her groan and continued. "I want to tell you
about a humorous conversation I heard at the office. Two
accountants were discussing the war in Europe and one suggested
that our involvement would force American women to build and fly
airplanes. The other fellow smiled and said he doubted it. As far
as he knew, there wasn't room in the cockpit for a mirror."

Had Phillip meant to increase his daughter's
annoyance, he succeeded. Char became so incensed that for a few
seconds the words remained lodged in her throat, until her desire
to fly pushed them free. "If you really heard that conversation,
and I think you invented the ridiculous story, it isn't funny, and
it doesn't make sense."

"What doesn't make sense, Charlotte, is your
wanting to fly. You know men are better equipped for that kind of
work, just as we're better able to captain ships. We're physically
stronger and you need strength to control something as powerful as
an airplane. We also have a basic intelligence and mechanical
aptitude that women lack."

"I don't know any such thing, and neither do
you." She jumped to her feet and gave up completely on the steady
voice. "And how many planes have you flown to know what's
required?" Charlotte stood an inch taller than her mother's five
feet seven inches, and two inches above her father's round frame.
Phillip often remained seated during their discussions.

Harriet had also risen at her husband's
remark and listened to Char's response before adding her own. "You
might be right about men having a basic intelligence, Phillip. I'll
check on dinner." She left with a noticeable frosty trail in her
wake and Char returned to her chair.

"You two women like ganging up on me. Why
isn't your brother ever around when I need him?" In no hurry to
face his daughter, Phillip set the glass down, tugged at his vest,
and adjusted in the wing chair. "Charlotte, what I don't understand
is why you'd bother to learn something that you'll have to give up
once you're married. No husband in his right mind would allow his
wife to fly."

There was that word again. This time she
couldn't ignore it. "I doubt I'd marry a man who wouldn't
allow me to do what I wanted. It's not the nineteenth
century, Dad, and corsets aren't the only controlling thing that
women have discovered they don't need."

Phillip had looked tired at the start of
their conversation and surrender replaced fatigue as he emptied the
glass and set it on the table with a sigh. "And just how do you
intend to learn to fly?"

The sudden shift surprised Char and she took
a second to respond. "They're offering a pilot training program at
Northwestern and they've opened the class to women. Maxi and I want
to enroll." Her next-door neighbor and lifelong friend shared her
desire to fly.

"Maxine too?"

"Yes, Mr. Davies already signed the papers."
She pointed to an unsigned application on the coffee table.

"Well, it seems I'm outnumbered. Let's just
hope we don't find ourselves involved in this war in Europe or
they'll have you girls flying military planes."


Chapter 2

 


At eight o'clock on the morning of December
7, 1941, shadows of the first Japanese bombers darkened ship decks
in Hawaii's Pearl Harbor. In less than two hours, the surprise
attack that damaged or destroyed all eighteen vessels anchored
there also ended debate about US involvement in World War II. The
sudden entrance into battle brought to light serious manpower and
material shortages in the national defense industries. To handle
those shortages, Federal agencies created the Defense Plant
Corporation and within two years, the agency financed construction
or expansion of more than a thousand factories.

Government and industry's decision to employ
a previously neglected female labor force proved an unprecedented
success. Women quickly became instrumental in the war effort. Two
hundred thousand enlisted in the military and twelve million, many
who had never worked outside their homes, took jobs in factories,
shipyards, offices, and as civilian workers on military bases. The
new supply of labor and strict rationing of everything from shoes
and coffee to sugar and gasoline created a record increase in
aircraft and weapons production. Eighty-five hundred planes a month
rolled out of factories, twice the number manufactured in an entire
year before the war. A fact unknown to most was that more than half
the planes arrived at bases and ports around the country ferried by
civilian women pilots.

There was opposition to women pilots from
every level of the public and private sector, but those protests
did not stop women from taking to the air. In August of 1943, the
Women's Auxiliary Ferrying Squadron and Women's Flying Training
Detachment combined to form the Women Airforce Service Pilots—the
WASP. Twenty-five thousand women applied to the program. Almost two
thousand qualified and entered training. Successful graduates
tested and ferried military aircraft and performed stateside
piloting jobs to free up men for active service.

WASP transported every make of airplane in
the American armament, including training, pursuit, and transport
planes, along with fighters and bombers. Federal law prohibited
women from flying military planes into combat or outside US
boundaries.

After graduating, women pilots lived and
worked at one hundred and twenty bases around the country. Their
uniforms followed strict military code and they took orders as if
they served in the armed forces. They did not. They had no life or
accident insurance, no death benefits and could not be buried in a
military cemetery or receive a burial with flags and honors. WASP
could achieve no rank of significance outside their organization,
nor could they give orders to men. Those considerable obstacles did
not diminish the courage or determination of women hoping to wear
the silver wings. Charlotte Mercer was one of those women.

In 1940, Charlotte and her friend and
neighbor, Maxine Davies, entered the new Civilian Pilot Training
Program at Northwestern University. Developers planned the course
for nonmilitary personnel. Their hope was to build a cache of
aviators should the US enter the growing conflict in Europe.
Promoters expected objections to using colleges and universities
for what some considered military training. To allay those fears
they opened classes to women, confident that when the public saw
women pilots involved they would not the training seriously. Few
expected women to apply for the classes. None thought they would
find themselves turning female applicants away.

Char and Maxi filled the allotted ten percent
of their class of twenty. They finished the sixteen weeks of
instruction and received their licenses despite the general
disapproval of classmates and instructors. After completion, they
continued to earn hours until 1942 when Charlotte's world
changed.

The twenty-one-year-old college student
entered the library of their large home north of Chicago and found
her father dead by his own hand. Next to the gun on his desk was a
note of apology and news that except for the house, he had lost
their considerable assets. In less than a year, Charlotte and her
mother sold their home and moved to an apartment in Chicago.
Without money, there was little hope of returning to school and
even less of flying. Char took a job at a Woolworths near where she
and her mom lived.

"Char, look at this." Maxine ran across the
dime stores hard wooden floor waving a newspaper with enough force
to extinguish unseen flames. She gulped to catch her breath. "The
Army needs women to fly military planes." At the announcement, Char
abandoned her customers at the cash register and grabbed the paper,
reading until Maxi pulled it from her face. "Char, listen to me. A
letter came this morning inviting me to apply, and I stopped at
your apartment. Your mom said this came for you." She handed her an
envelope from the Women Airforce Service Pilots. "They checked
records of women flyers and asked us because we have our licenses
and the required two hundred hours." Maxi shoved her hands in her
jacket pockets and watched in grinning silence as Char tore open
the flap with shaking fingers, and shredded scraps drifted to the
floor. When the dime store clerk finished reading, she took a deep
breath, gave Maxi a hug, and smiled. She was going to fly.

*

The first step to earning their wings was a
personal interview with the training commander at Douglas Aircraft,
west of Chicago. If successful, the WASP training base, which
shared the Douglas site with a defense plant, would be their home
for seven months. Char sat in front of the commander's desk and
waited for the serious looking woman to speak.

At thirty-two, Commander Mathison, who led
the training program, held dozens of flying records. Under her
command, one hundred and eight new cadets started training every
seven months. Twenty-eight-year-old Commander Dunaway oversaw the
ferrying of planes by graduated WASP who'd earned their silver
wings. "Miss Mercer, why do you want to join the Women Airforce
Service Pilots?"

Char hoped her face didn't reflect the void
in her brain. Anything the commander threw at her when it came to
airplanes or aviation she could explain in a heartbeat. She hadn't
anticipated a question about why she wanted to join the WASP. "I
love flying and want to help end the war." She silenced a groan and
waited for the commander to recommend she find a job writing war
posters.

"Those are the two most important reasons to
sign on. We'll find out if you have what it takes to fly military
planes. You'll learn to fly the Army way. The difference will
become clear when you start training. Welcome aboard."

Despite what Char considered a lame answer,
she and Maxine made it into the program and in six months finished
most of the two hundred hours of flight training and four hundred
hours of instruction on the ground. Training varied little from
that of male pilots. They marched, exercised, studied, and flew
planes.

"I hate the Link trainer." Maxi repeated for
a third time as they left the building that housed the flight
simulator. After thirty minutes of staring at instruments inside a
cramped darkened box, she forced her eyes to focus in bright
sunlight.

"It's not as much fun as learning in a plane,
Maxi, but I'd rather fly in that simulated storm than a real one."
The Link trainer taught pilots to navigate by instruments alone, a
crucial skill for flying at night or in bad weather. It had a
single seat cockpit with an actual instrument panel. Once the roof
closed, a pilot could see only dials and hear nothing except orders
from an instructor seated outside. Pilot response prompted the
machine to react as an airplane would, though a crash was much less
painful.

"I know it's helpful, but that doesn't mean I
have to like it. Maybe it'd be easier in December or January when
it isn't a hundred degrees inside. Between you and me, I think the
instructors keep that box jumping to make us sick. I don't ever
remember flying through that much turbulence."

"I don't either." It took Char's eyes a
minute to adjust, too. As they did, she spotted an approaching A-24
and heard the engine misfire. "Hey, Maxi, why is Babs coming back
to the field? She's supposed to deliver that plane to Indiana." The
Douglas dive-bomber continued its unsteady approach.

"I don't know, but that engine sounds bad."
They shielded their eyes as Babs put the airplane into a turn.

"She's too high. She'll overshoot the
runway," Char yelled. Babs realized it too and pulled up. She
veered right to circle around again, struggling to keep the plane
level.

"There's smoke coming from the engine." Two
long black streamers confirmed Maxi's words and poured from the
engine following her erratic path. The smoke thickened and mixed
with flames. She was too low to jump and seemed unable to gain
altitude.

"Come on, Babs, bring it in." Char looked
toward the hangers. "Where's that fire truck?" As Babs positioned
the plane in line with the runway, the engine sputtered and died.
Smoke and flames engulfed the fuselage. "Oh, god, she's coming too
fast."

"The cockpit's filled with smoke. She can't
see. Why doesn't she open the canopy?" Maxi grabbed Char's arm as
the fire truck stopped at the edge of the landing strip, its
piercing siren muted, as if holding its breath along with the
others.


Chapter 3

 


Babs approached with too much speed and at
too steep an angle. The nose slammed into the ground and exploded
on impact. Only the fire truck advanced toward the inferno. Those
watching stood in numbed silence.

Char shook herself and recovered enough to
head in the direction of the plane, followed closely by Maxi. A
wall of fire held them and everyone else back as the front of the
A-24, including its cockpit, burned. Acrid smells of burning
rubber, gasoline, and another pungent odor filled the air. The
fireman closest to Babs looked back at the man behind him, waved
away smoke, and shook his head slowly. When that simple motion
registered, a few screams from onlookers pierced the thunderous
sound of the fire. Until that moment, no one believed Babs hadn't
survived.

Babs Taylor flew ferrying missions with the
advanced WASP. All pilots in her group who were not delivering
planes came from the barracks and stood as near as possible to the
burning shell. Minutes earlier, Ferrying Commander Jo Dunaway
realized that Babs was in trouble and ran to the tower to make
radio contact. Either her radio was broken or Babs couldn't answer.
Dunaway saw the plane hit as she returned to the field and every
muscle in her body tensed. She dropped her head and returned to her
quarters.

Many trainees remained on the field, frozen
by the crash. Several ran back to the barracks and relative safety
of their cots. For the new group, it was the first time they'd seen
anyone they knew die, and die so horribly. Char heard footsteps and
spun to see Commander Mathison running toward the advanced pilots.
She couldn't tell from her face what the commander felt, but then
she couldn't sort out her own feelings. A few hours earlier, Babs
told her how thrilled she was to fly the A-24. Now she sat silent
in what remained of her airplane. Char forced herself to remember
that Babs died doing what she loved. She couldn't think about what
had gone through her mind those last few seconds before impact. A
fiery crash was every pilot's worst nightmare.

"What should we do?" Maxi asked in a numbed
whisper.

Char lifted her chin at the advanced WASP
group. "Let's see if anyone knows what happened."

They heard raised voices as they approached
the advanced pilots. "We can tell her family someone blew up her
plane and she roasted to death."

Neither Maxi nor Char knew all the advanced
WASP personally, but they recognized Commander Mathison's irritated
voice. "I don't want to hear one word about sabotage. We don't know
what happened here."

"Commander Mathison's right. Those A-24s are
piles of junk that they wouldn't expect anyone but dispensable WASP
to fly. They don't need to be sabotaged."

The commander glared with enough intensity to
ignite the dried grass at their feet and quiet the mutinous pilot.
"Keep your opinions to yourself, Saunders. Where's Dunaway?"

"She went back to the barracks."

"I'm here." Commander Dunaway rejoined them
carrying a piece of paper. "This is her family's contact
information. Joyce, why don't you handle the collection? Do you
want to take her home?" Saunders gave a pained nod as Dunaway
hugged her. "I'll call her family and let them know. I'm sorry,
Joyce." Saunders took the paper from Jo Dunaway and kicked at the
runway as she turned away.

The two commanders moved a few steps from the
crowd. They were physical opposites. Dunaway's deceivingly petite
body was solid muscle but looked almost frail alongside Commander
Mathison's tall and sturdy frame. Jo's undisciplined chin length
sandy hair stood in contrast to the short brown styled look
Mathison wore. The differences ended there. Jo Dunaway and Emily
Mathison were dedicated and skilled pilots qualified to fly every
plane in the American fleet. They shared one other great
passion—the women pilots. "She's right, Emily. Those planes should
be dumped."

"I'm aware of that, Jo, just as I'm sure
you're aware they'll bring them no matter what you or I recommend.
Let me know if you need help with anything." Mathison gave a vague
wave and left with a last look at the smoldering remains.

"What did you mean about the A-24s?" Char
asked Joyce Saunders as she approached.

Joyce's jacket sleeve was already damp when
she raised it to wipe her face. "I don't know what I meant. Babs
was the best. I mean pilot and friend. Why didn't she open the
canopy?" As Joyce turned to the wreck with an agonized look Char
tried to imagine what she'd be feeling if Maxi sat in that plane.
She couldn't. "The A-24s were obsolete before they saw action in
the Pacific, but they wore them out completely on the Japanese. The
engines are shot and beyond repair, and there's structural stress
damage on half of them. I've heard of three that have gone down
with WASP. Babs is the first one to die." Joyce wiped her eyes and
spoke again. "I'd better go. I have to collect money for her family
and find someone to help take her home." She held out her leather
flight helmet and Char and Maxi dropped in some change.

"Good luck with the family," Maxi said. "I'm
sorry about Babs." Joyce left without comment.

"Come on, Max, let's go back to the barracks.
I'd rather not be out here when they remove Babs."

The sounds of laughter and conversation,
bickering and fun that often filled the barracks were not present
that night. Most pilots had gone to bed early to forget what they'd
seen. No one would, and those who could sleep, did so uneasily.

*

The following morning after calisthenics,
Maxi and Char sat in the mess hall picking at the rubbery yellow
substance on their plates made from powdered eggs. "I meet with
Major Deavers today. My scores are in, so I should hear if I
passed."

"You have doubts, my favorite aviatrix?" Maxi
grinned. "You're the WASPiest pilot on base and first to finish all
your tests."

"WASPiest isn't a word, but thank you." Char
drank her coffee and frowned. "Two trainees from group eighteen
dropped out this morning."

"What did Mathison say?"

"Darlene heard her tell them if they dropped
out after seeing a plane crash, they wouldn't have made very good
pilots." Char studied a forkful of the yellow glob and put it on
her plate untouched.

"I suppose that's true. Maybe they should've
waited a few days to see if they could handle it. You know how when
a thing first happens you think you can't. Then as time passes,
it's a little easier."

"You're right, Maxi. They only had a month
left. All those hours of flight instruction and ground time. It
does seem a waste."

"If a wreck like that happened in the first
month or two of training, we might have seen more people drop out.
It was terrifying to see Babs go down that way. Any news about the
crash?"

"Saunders said that the cabin was so filled
with smoke and fumes she'd have passed out before she hit."

When Char's words registered, Maxi's fork
fell and she pushed the plate away. "I wish you'd saved that until
after breakfast. It's hard enough to face."

"Sorry, Maxi. She also said that no one's
mentioned what caused the fire. She's not pleased."

"Do they think the ground crew sabotaged
it?"

"I suppose until these guys show us respect
as pilots, we'll wonder that about every accident."

"Do you really believe that the men who don't
think women should fly will treat us with respect?" Cadet mercer
would soon learn the answer to Maxi's question.

*

Char stood at attention in front of Major
Deavers. She had arrived at his office only minutes earlier,
confident that she'd passed. She couldn't believe what she heard.
"I'm sorry, sir. I'm not sure I understand." Char struggled to
breathe, afraid she understood all too well.

"You heard me, Mercer. Prove to me that you
want your wings."

"Unless I agree to go to bed with you, I
won't get my silver wings?" It had to be a bad dream. "But what
about my scores and flight tests? I've passed everything." Char
never doubted that she'd fly with the WASP. She'd sailed through
her training courses and did every flight maneuver required and
more. Link checkouts weren't a problem. Neither was flying with a
hood over the cockpit because she could have done the exercises
with her eyes closed. If the major meant what he said, the only way
she'd see those silver wings would be in her dreams. "I'm sorry
Major Deavers, I can't do that."

He reacted at once, slamming his fist against
the desk, quick and hard. Char, not expecting the response, fell
back a step. "You don't move when you're at attention. Do you
understand? If you girls want to play in the military, you'll have
to learn to behave like soldiers. How do you think male cadets earn
a promotion?" In view of her present situation, she kept her mouth
shut. "They obey orders," he told her and turned his attention to
his desk, dismissing her without looking up. She'd spun stiffly on
her heels and headed for the door, but stopped when he called her
back. He sat waving a piece of paper with an amused look on his
face.

"I had a visit earlier today from the Federal
Bureau of Investigation, Miss Mercer. They have a project that
needs our cooperation. Actually, this will involve only your
cooperation. You've saved me from having to choose between the
girls. You'll be working with the FBI at the defense plant."

"Major Deavers, sir, I came here to fly."

"Yes, you've mentioned that. Maybe you'll fly
airplanes someday, Mercer, but for right now, you'll build
them."

She stared at the base commander. His desk,
like his uniform was perfect. Nothing out of place on his furniture
and no errant creases dared to show on his clothes. The major's
imperfections weren't visible, but Char saw them. He hated women
and at that moment, she hated him. His grin returned and her
stomach rolled, but she had to ask, "When will I get my wings?"

"If you do your job well, and make your
country and your major proud, maybe I'll give you another chance."
He dropped the paper and wrote a quick note before handing it to
her. "This letter will help explain your assignment. I'll let them
know I've selected you and Commander Mathison's secretary, Darlene,
will give you complete instructions. You start at the plant on
Monday, but meet your contact tomorrow morning. I'm confident
you'll make a fine 'Rosie'. Have you ever done any riveting, Miss
Mercer?"

She stormed to the barracks ready to explode.
Fifteen minutes earlier, she'd entered his office expecting
congratulations and the news that she'd completed the program and
would graduate and receive her wings. Now, instead of flying
airplanes, she'd be making them. The letter, still clenched in her
hand, said she would receive instructions about where to meet an
FBI agent the following day. He would explain the mission. Her
frustration and confusion grew as she reached the barracks. What
he'd said amounted to blackmail and she could do nothing. Would he
really keep her from flying with the WASP? Char straightened,
forced herself not to cry, and entered the building.

"Congratulations!" Her three roommates hooted
and hollered from underneath a banner stretched across the small
room. It read 'You're getting your wings, flybaby' and had a
drawing of the WASP mascot Fifinella, the winged female gremlin
Walt Disney designed. Fifinella looked happy, but when Char heard
her fellow pilots' congratulations and read the words, she felt as
if an airplane had plowed into her chest. Waning control over her
tears dissolved, and she fell on her cot to bury her face.

"Char, what is it? You're graduating aren't
you? Of course, you are." Maxi put her hand on Char's shoulder and
sat on the bed. "What's going on?"

"I'm finished. I'm not going to get them."
She shouted into the pillow.

Maxi pushed her friend's quivering shoulder
to hear her words. "You're not getting what?"

"My wings, I'm not getting my silver wings."
She pulled away from Maxi's grasp and fell back on the cot.

"What are you talking about? You're the best
pilot in the group, maybe of all the trainees. How could you not
get your wings?"

Still gripping the pillow, Char turned on her
side to look at her friend. "I refused the major's request, so he
said I won't graduate or get my wings."

"What request?"

"That I go to bed with him."

Confusion clouded Maxi's youthful face. When
Char's answer finally made sense, even her solution was naive. "We
can report him, can't we?"

"Who would we report him to, Max? He'd say he
thought I was asking for it and the male officers on the review
committee would agree. Commander Mathison won't want to get
involved. She's afraid any publicity at all will stop the program.
My career is over."

"What happens now? I can't believe you won't
fly with the WASP." Maxi looked at her gravely. "If you don't
graduate, I'll quit."

"No you won't. Don't even say that."

"Okay, I won't say it, but only because I
won't have to quit. You're going to get your wings. Did he tell you
anything else?"

"I have to do a mission at the defense
plant. Major Deavers said if I do a good job making airplanes I
could try for my wings again. He meant he'd give me a chance to
change my mind. That won't happen and I'll never get my wings."

"You don't have to change your mind. We'll
figure this out." Maxi reached for the paper that had fallen from
Char's hand and smoothed it on her pant leg to read. "Is this your
mission?" She held it up and waited for her nod. "Did you read
this, Char? It says your assignment is undercover work. Oops, it
also says you're not supposed to tell anyone. Your secret's safe
with me, and I'll tell everyone that our creepy major gave you that
detail at the plant as punishment, which he did."

"Maxi, what'll I do if I can't fly with the
WASP? After all these months, I never doubted, and now…I'm going to
wash out."

"You'll fly. We'll figure it out when you're
done with this defense plant job. We graduate in a month and our
entire group will be wearing the silver wings. I'm sure of it."
Maxine slipped the folded paper under Char's hand. "You'll find out
what this mission is about tomorrow. Maybe they'll help you get
your wings. I've never known a person who should fly more than you,
Mercer. If you had feathers, you'd be a damn bird."


Chapter 4

 


Developers had good reason to construct the
massive Douglas Aircraft plant a few miles outside Chicago. There
wasn't room for the thirteen-hundred-acre factory and WASP base in
the city and since most employees at the base used city
transportation, it had to be nearby. Buses delivered workers,
military personnel, and visitors from streetcar lines to the front
gates. Military Police checked all vehicles before they entered the
compound and individual identification received closer examination
once inside.

Items carried out by soldiers or
civilians—purses, lunch pails or suitcases—also faced inspection.
After Char's purse passed scrutiny, she walked through the gate and
saw an approaching bus. Like most that ran between shifts at the
plant, it was nearly empty.

Buses taking passengers to and from Douglas
were free, but patrons paid a dime to board city streetcars. Char
smiled at the driver and took a seat near the front. Wooden slatted
bench seats made most riders glad the uncomfortable trip lasted
only a few minutes. Char used her time to reread her instructions
and take deep breaths. Why am I nervous? If this were a
dangerous mission, they wouldn't have asked me.

Darlene's letter instructed her to meet the
FBI agent at a diner on Irving and Sheffield. She knew the place
and wondered if he'd picked it because she and her mom lived in the
neighborhood. The WASP organization did a complete background check
on applicants before their initial interview and would no doubt
share that information with the FBI.

The unusually hot July weather had
transformed Chicago and most of the Midwest into a steam bath. Char
pulled her tie and shirt collar away from her neck but felt little
relief from the weighty humid air. It was only ten o'clock and she
felt sweat forming under her jacket and beret. As she stepped off
the sweltering bus, a streetcar appeared, but to her
disappointment, the train was even warmer than the bus. Rather than
peel her body from the vinyl seat and clothes from her soaked skin,
she remained standing.

They made good time in midmorning traffic. So
good, in fact, that the daydreaming pilot almost missed her stop.
She exited the streetcar and stood at the diner's glass door hoping
to steady her nerves.

Prior to the country's entrance into war,
restaurants and coffee shops near an elevated station, like the one
she faced, were always busy. That changed when men old enough for
enlistment or the draft went overseas and women took jobs or
volunteered. Rationed coffee, sugar, and other items made it
difficult for smaller restaurants to stay open more than half a
day, if they opened at all. Char hadn't noticed someone pushing the
door until it almost hit her. She jumped back as a young soldier
mirrored her surprise and offered an apologetic smile. When he saw
her uniform, he straightened. "I'm sorry, ma'am. Am I supposed to
salute you?"

His remark surprised and embarrassed her.
"No, Private, I'm with the WASP."

"You are? Well then." He saluted and held the
door, reminding her that some men respected the WASP.

Inside the diner, a fan moved the hot air but
made it no cooler. Char noticed a short man in his late fifties
behind the counter making a pot of coffee. His white hat, pulled
almost to his ears, covered a lack of hair, but thick carpets of
gray fur on his arms made up for the shortage. She knew Giorgio,
owner of the diner. He'd heard the bell above the door when she
entered, and after the few seconds it took to put a name to her
face, he smiled warmly. "Miss Charlotte. How are you? I don't see
you around very much these days. Looking at that uniform, I think I
know why." He tipped his hat. "You are still flying those airplanes
I see."

It would have been too difficult to explain
current events. "Yes, I am, Giorgio. It's good to see you. Has mom
been by?" She'd expected him to say no since her mom never went
out.

"She stopped by for coffee the other day, and
looked good. It's nice to see her smile."

Smile? "I'm glad she came to visit.
I'll talk to you before I leave, Giorgio." She waved and looked at
another man at the counter reading a newspaper. He was in his late
sixties and completely uninterested in her arrival. The remaining
chrome stools stood empty, as did four of the five gray booths.
Only one, at the back of the restaurant, held a patron.

For reasons unclear even to her, Char
expected to find a short, heavyset man in a crumpled gray suit and
a matching fedora. She saw no one fitting that description and
watched a pleasant looking man approach. Even in the humid air, his
beige suit looked fresh and neat, tailored for his tall frame.
Thick black hair, combed straight back accentuated his sharp
features. He looked serious, but kind. Char guessed him to be in
his early to mid thirties and his relaxed manner immediately helped
calm her. The agent's smart attire also made her grateful they'd
approved uniforms for the women pilots earlier in the year. Until
then, they'd worn men's coveralls when they flew or worked on
planes, and their dress uniforms consisted of a pair of tan slacks
and a white blouse, which the women bought themselves.

The new flight uniforms had a short waisted,
Santiago blue belted jacket, a light blue shirt, a black tie with
blue slacks and a matching cap. They had even designed new
coveralls appropriate for women's figures. The men's coveralls
supplied by the army were size forty-four or bigger. It was a nice
change not to have to roll up sleeves ten times in order to work,
or pant legs to walk.

When not at work, WASP wore their dress
uniforms. The code set by Commander Mathison demanded they play
down their work as pilots and emphasize their femininity. That came
with an equally stern admonition not to emphasize anything too
much. Char wore her blue dress jacket. Unlike the flight jacket
worn with pants, the dress jacket hung to her hips belted at the
waist and matched a blue skirt worn to just below the knee. She
completed the uniform as per regulations wearing a white shirt and
a black summer tie. The beret, also blue, sat at the required one
inch above her hairline tilted back and to the right to cover the
top of her shoulder-length brown hair. She wanted to take it off
and use it to fan herself, but pictured the commander's frown and
left it.

 


As the agent approached, she tucked her hair
behind her ears and attempted a smile. He was well over six feet
tall, closer to six and a half. "Miss Mercer, I'm David Frazier."
He shook her hand. "I hope you don't mind, I ordered you
coffee."

David Frazier directed her to the booth and
stood until she'd slid in front of her coffee cup. "It's nice to
meet you…" She wasn't sure whether to call him agent in public.

"Call me Dave," he told her as she reached
into her purse, pulled out a ration stamp and a quarter for the
coffee, and slid them across the table. "No, please. It's on
me."

Giorgio approached giving Dave a stern look.
"If you had told me you were waiting for Charlotte, I would have
given you this." He placed a small bowl of sugar with a spoon on
the table and smiled at her. "You enjoy."

Char's cheeks felt warm at Giorgio's
kindness, but her host didn't notice. Even as Giorgio departed,
Dave's eyes never left the sugar bowl. "Do you plan to share?" he
asked.

"Of course. I lived in this neighborhood with
my mom before I started training with the WASP. That's why Giorgio
knows me." She explained in case he wondered about the special
treatment.

"I know. When I found out you were from
Chicago, I thought it might be nice to meet in your own
neighborhood so you'd be more comfortable. I didn't know we'd get
sugar, too." He held a small amount on the spoon and smiled before
stirring it in his coffee.

 


"Most everyone calls me Char." She checked
the empty diner before speaking again, this time in a whisper.
"What's my mission?"

Dave glanced up from his coffee, but
apparently wasn't ready to talk about the mission. "How do you like
the WASP? I've always wanted to fly in one of those planes, but I'm
too much of a chicken."

She doubted his admission and assumed he
wanted to make polite conversation. However, since he'd brought up
her favorite topic, she answered with her usual passion. "Flying is
amazing. You and whatever plane you're flying against the ceiling
above, the ground below, and anything Mother Nature can throw at
you in between. Whenever I go up I'm reminded that I'm an
inconsequential gnat trying to maneuver through an endless
universe."

Her answer satisfied him. Actually, Dave
looked quite pleased. "You seem to enjoy your work. That's great.
You said whatever plane you're flying. How many different kinds of
planes can you pilot?"

"We're taught to fly over seventy-five
different military planes, although most women pilots only have an
opportunity to check out on a few." Char stopped the flow of words
before complaining that she might not fly anything. The time had
come to find out why she was there. "The mission?"

"Right. I'm sure you understand that this is
confidential and vital to our national security." She had no idea
what he meant, but nodded. "We've received information that there
may be a ring of German spies on the base, possibly at both the
airfield and the defense plant. They're most likely here to smuggle
design, production, and delivery information to the Germans." He
took a break for coffee and a breath. "We've also had reports that
at least one demolitions expert is either already here or will
arrive soon and assume there will be an attempt to sabotage the
plant. We've intercepted radio messages confirming company, but we
don't know what they look like, how many there are, or the exact
reasons they're here. You may wonder how we can have an
investigation with so little information."

Char hadn't wondered. As she listened to
Dave's smooth voice, she was imagining him as a newsreel
correspondent from the Office of War Information. It took a second
to realize he'd stopped talking and she had to replay his last
sentence before answering. "No, but since you mentioned it."

"We know enough to open an investigation and
we can't wait to find out if we're wrong. Checking it out will
answer our questions better than waiting for something to occur. If
they are at the Douglas plant, they're likely part of a larger ring
of defectors from the United States that organized here before
Hitler declared war. You'll work with us to figure out who they
are."

When his words cleared in her brain, the
coffee thickened in her throat. Char set the cup down and grabbed
some napkins to wipe her chin and clean up what she'd spilled on
the table. "You want me to help you find a spy?"

Clearly a man with manners, Dave helped wipe
up the mess before he answered. "We want you and the person you'll
be working with to help us find a spy or spies. It was also
necessary for us to remove a pilot from the barracks to make a
place for an agent. She's been around the airfield for a few days
and you may have seen her, but she leaves at night and that isn't
effective. We need to have her stay on the base around the clock.
She'll take your bunk while you're here, but your commander is the
only person who knows her true identity."

"Someone is replacing me at the airfield?"
Her confusion grew. "Why do you need an FBI agent to pretend to be
with the WASP?"

"She's not actually pretending to be with the
WASP. Her main goal is to remain invisible and check out the base.
The barracks are the best place for her to blend in. One reason
she's there is the possibility that a pilot from the base is
involved. Someone could be passing on production and delivery
information to another courier when planes are ferried to bases. We
need to find out if that's true."

"That narrows your choices to the
thirty-six…" she paused, "thirty-five advanced WASP. I'm afraid one
of our pilots died in a crash. They're the only ones who ferry
planes. I'm sorry, Dave, I suppose I feel protective about the
women pilots, but I can't believe someone would go through the
program and spy for Germany."

"If there is a pilot involved in espionage,
you have to remember that she's a German spy and her allegiance was
already with the Nazi party before she joined the program."

"Could a spy have caused Babs Taylor's plane
to crash?"

"It's possible, and we're investigating.
You'll work with another woman and live with her off base. Her name
is Eleanor. She's also with the Bureau."

"I didn't realize there were female FBI
agents, but I suppose that makes sense. Since the war, we're
everywhere."

"There are a few women agents, and as you
said, more since the start of the war. Eleanor joined the agency
before the United States became involved. Unfortunately, some of
the male agents still aren't comfortable with the idea and make it
as difficult as possible for them. Many leave in a few months or
sooner if harassment becomes too great. I'm sure you experience
that in your work."

Char mumbled under her breath, but didn't
answer. She did have another question. "You have an unusual
attitude, Dave. Aren't you threatened by women who do what are
generally considered men's jobs?"

This time, his blue-gray eyes twinkled when
he smiled. "I'm youngest of five, and my four older siblings are
female. I haven't felt threatened by a woman since I learned to
crawl. My sisters' battles, which I hear about in detail, and the
behavior I've seen by male agents at the office, make me aware of
the lousy treatment women put up with to serve their country. Three
of my sisters served overseas as nurses, and one as a
cryptographer. Three made it home and one is still on duty in the
Pacific. My oldest sister lost a leg, which has been difficult for
her, but at least the WAC nurses have financial assistance for
death and hospitalization. I've heard the WASP don't have any
coverage."

"That's true. If a pilot dies, we take up a
collection to pay for a casket better than the government-supplied
pine box. One or two of us take her home and any money that's left
goes to help pay for a funeral." Char felt confident she could
drink without spilling and raised the coffee cup. She wondered why
he wasn't in the service and almost spilled again when he guessed
her thoughts.

"I was at Pearl Harbor when the Japanese
attacked."

"I'm sorry." She returned her cup to the
solid surface and left it there. Do FBI Agents read minds? I'd
better watch what I think. Did you hear that, Dave?

"I had several injuries bad enough to send me
home, but I wasn't ready to retire. A general who's a friend of
mine and has a great deal of involvement with the agency suggested
I sign up when I recovered. Since I already had family involved, I
did." He shrugged. "Now, I'm an FBI agent who wants a member of the
WASP to help me save the country, possibly the world."

Char stared across the booth, glad her cup
sat a safe distance from her fingers.


Chapter 5

 


Bells chiming at the diner's front door and
the sound of hurried footsteps drew Char's eyes from Dave to a long
lean woman approaching the booth. She wore her straight black hair
in a chignon on the back of her head and looked only a few inches
shorter than Dave's lofty frame. Like him, she wore a beige suit
with slacks tailored for her stature. It was slightly more
acceptable for women to wear pants since the start of the war, but
it still took courage. The woman who joined them looked completely
at ease. She offered her first warm smile to Dave and the next to
Charlotte, who found her face familiar. A glance across at her host
told her why.

"This is Eleanor Frazier, as you may have
guessed, one of my sisters. They like to keep an eye on me. I think
it's because no matter what I do, they're sure they can do it
better." He winked at Eleanor and stood to get her a cup of coffee.
When he did, she slid in across from Char and extended her
hand.

"We'll live and work together until this is
solved. Did Dave explain?"

"He explained some." As Dave returned, Char
detected a limp she hadn't noticed earlier. She studied the pair
and could see they truly liked one another. Char and her brother
were never close. "It's nice to meet you. Please call me Char."

Eleanor might have been about to express her
great pleasure at meeting the WASP trainee, but the sugar bowl
diverted her interest. "Is that for us?" Her eyes grew as Dave
nodded at Char, apparently for permission.

"Sure. Giorgio brought it." Char's chin
directed the new arrival to the counter where the owner sat with a
newspaper. "Help yourself."

It wasn't necessary to offer twice. Eleanor
stirred a teaspoon of sugar into her coffee, took a sip, and rolled
her dark eyes. "How wonderful the little things are." She kept her
hands around the cup after setting it down and gave Char a
conspiratorial look. "Now that we have women involved in the
investigation, we'll find those spies and clean up the plant in no
time." Dave's look said 'didn't I tell you'.

A few sips of sweetened coffee fortified the
female agent and she grew serious. "Dave, I met Jim Cartwright at
the office this morning and he said you've narrowed down the
location to investigate at the plant."

"Jim is far more optimistic than me. We've
gone through reports and found that a large percentage of accidents
occurred near the riveting section. I think it's safe to assume the
responsible party can't travel too far from his or her station
without someone noticing, especially since most people work with a
partner. We'll focus our investigation on workers in that area to
see if we turn up anything suspicious. Keep in mind that our
sources are convinced they've planted a ring of agents around the
entire base. That means they can send us on a wild goose chase.
You'll need to keep your eyes and ears open. If you see someone
suspicious, don't blow your cover going after a single suspect. We
can risk losing one, but not all of them. If the others catch on to
our investigation, they'll lay low or move to a new location. The
best thing to do is observe and report what you see."

Char, once again lost in Dave's newsreel
voice, jumped slightly when Eleanor touched her sleeve. "Do you
need to pick up anything from the barracks?"

"Yes, I guess I do. What should I bring?" She
wondered if her new spy friends could sense her anxiety. Eleanor
did.

"You'll be fine. You're the extra pair of
eyes and ears we'll need. There's no need to bring your uniforms
and the apartment has towels, sheets, dishes, and whatever else we
need. Here's the address. Take your time and I'll meet you there
some time today. We'll start at the factory at three o'clock
tomorrow afternoon." Eleanor slid a piece of paper across the table
with a confident nod and went back to her coffee. Her calm persona
seemed more appropriate for someone starting a vacation, not an
undercover job chasing Nazi spies. Char sincerely hoped that some
of the nonchalance rubbed off.

*

The WASP airfield was the final section
completed at Douglas. Pilots didn't begin training there until
August of 1943, but work had begun at the plant months earlier.
Inside one of the two oversized hangers, workers assembled sections
of airplanes, wired and built electronic components, and tested
parts. The second hanger housed fully assembled planes in final
stages of preparation.

Half of the large secured compound held an
army base with an airfield, tower, classrooms, and barracks to
train and house the Women Airforce Service Pilots. There, two
wood-paneled buildings painted a dull brown and divided into
eighteen sections were home to one hundred and forty-four women
pilots. Thirty-six advanced WASP occupied nine of the eighteen
rooms in one building. For seven months, the nine remaining rooms
and the entire second building housed one hundred and eight female
cadets enrolled in the training program. These women worked
throughout the day and often into the night. Each room of four
trainees made up one of the twenty-seven groups. Charlotte Mercer
and Maxine Davies belonged to WASP trainee group three. They shared
their room with two other pilots.

Tina Murphy first flew in her father's
crop-duster when she was eight. He wired a pair of goggles to fit
her small face while her mom made a pint-sized helmet and
parachute. As she grew older, he let her take the controls, and
Tina refused to let go.

Their other roommate, Georgia Parker, came
from a wealthy family in Kentucky. She saw her first air show at
age twelve and told her parents she intended to fly. Since they
couldn't stop her, they gave her an airplane for her twenty-first
birthday to make sure the plane she flew stayed aloft. With over
five hundred flight hours under her belt, Georgia oversaw trainee
groups one through nine.

Despite different backgrounds and places of
birth, all one hundred and eight women in the program worked
together because of their love of flying. Members of individual
groups became family.

After returning to the barracks from lunch
with Tina and Georgia, Maxi headed straight for her cot to work a
few kinks out of her spine. Tina tossed her jacket in the direction
of a hook and took the same position, while Georgia flipped her
leather helmet in the air and tried to catch it on her head. After
repeated attempts failed, she retrieved the headgear and tossed it
and herself to her cot. "Did anyone hear who's helping Saunders
take Babs home?"

"I don't know, but I don't envy them." Tina
remained on her back and put her arms under her head. "Saunders is
angry about the accident. She said she might quit the squad. She
and Babs were in the original Women's Auxiliary Ferrying Squadron.
Every pilot there had over five hundred hours and
two-hundred-horsepower engine ratings before they signed on. Most
of us wouldn't have made it in, except maybe for you, Georgia."

"No, I don't have the horsepower rating."

Maxi rolled on her side. "I wouldn't blame
her if she quit. What a horrible way to see a friend die, and if it
turns out someone did it on purpose…" she shook her head. "What do
you say to her family?"

"Saunders was a good friend and knows Babs's
family." Tina said. "At least it will be someone they know telling
them. If I die that way, I don't want my family to hear about it
from a stranger."

"You know what we should do?" Maxi swung her
feet to the floor and faced her roommates. "We should write what we
want to happen to us if we crash. The four of us in our group will
let our families know and make sure we get home. What do you
think?" Georgia and Tina both thought it was a good idea and
agreed. "I'll tell Char when she finishes her adventure at the
defense plant."

*

Char left Eleanor and Dave Frazier at the
diner, said goodbye to Giorgio, and found a pay phone to call her
mom. Not knowing what the next few weeks held in store, she
cancelled her visit for that morning and the following week. That
also saved her from having to explain her assignment at the defense
plant. Her mom's agreeable acceptance of the change of plans
reminded Char what Giorgio said about her stopping by, and that she
was smiling. "What's with her?" The last time she'd seen her mom
she wouldn't go out or even listen to the radio. Why would she have
gone to Giorgio's for coffee, and why was she smiling?

Dave had told her there was no need to report
to anyone at the base because his agency contacted the commander
and filled her in. Char headed to the barracks to fill a duffle
bag, hoping to run into her group. She was disappointed to find the
room empty.

 


She knelt to pull clothes and supplies from
her footlocker. Eleanor told her she wouldn't need her uniforms,
but she wasn't sure what they'd wear for work. She'd seen girls
wearing both pants and skirts at the defense plant. Frustrated and
depressed, she grabbed a skirt, a few blouses, and a pair of
slacks, and shoved them into the canvas bag.

"What's going on?" Maxi appeared holding her
jacket, helmet, goggles, and flight log. The women were close to
the same height, but unlike Char's brown hair and green eyes, Maxi
had short blond hair and blue eyes. Both women were in good
physical shape before they joined the WASP. Hard work and exercise
kept them fit during training.

"Maxi. I hoped I'd see you before I took off.
I have to live in Chicago while I do this. You haven't said
anything to the others, have you?"

"I haven't said anything about your mission
except that you'll be at the plant. I can't since I don't know what
it is, but I have complained about Deavers. Whenever I go up, I
open the canopy and shout to the heavens what a jerk his is." She
shrugged. "No one seems surprised."

Char didn't want to talk about Major Deavers.
"I may not be in touch with you again until we've finished this.
Has there been news on Babs' accident?"

"They're taking her home tomorrow, but
there's no news on the accident itself. Commander Mathison hasn't
said a word and Commander Dunaway is staying in her quarters an
awful lot. Babs' death hit her hard."

"Commander Mathison seems cold sometimes. I
wonder if she feels worse about Babs' death or what it could mean
to the program." Char at once regretted her statement and waved a
hand in front of her face. "That was a stupid, thoughtless thing to
say. She and Dunaway are the reason we're here."

"It's hard not to wonder. She does come
across as hard-nosed sometimes. Listen Char, Tina, Georgia, and I,
think the four of us should write an official paper saying we'll
take care of each other if we die in a crash or something. You
know, tell our families and take us home."

"That's a good idea. I'll work on mine if I
have time when I'm not doing whatever it is I'm supposed to do at
the plant. Maxi, are you scheduled to fly?" She waved a finger at
her outfit.

"I have a target tow later today." Maxi
rolled her eyes until they almost disappeared into the back of her
head. She had good reason to frown. The banner she'd tow behind her
plane allowed army troops on the ground to practice aiming
anti-aircraft guns. They used live ammunition and the new trainees
weren't the best shots. "Speaking of hazardous duty, is this thing
at the plant dangerous?"

"No one seems to know. I don't suppose you'd
trade the target tow with me."

"Would I have to break the major's heart?"
Maxi gave her smile and a hug.

"Be careful. I'll see you soon." Char threw
her bag over her shoulder and waved without enthusiasm.

 


"Hey, Maxi, where's Char going? I saw her
heading toward the gate with her duffle bag."

"Believe it or not, Tina, Major Deavers
thinks she needs training in airplane assembly." She snorted. "In
the meantime, we have to figure out how to help her with another
problem."

"Deavers hit on her, didn't he?"

"Yep, the ass."

Tina pulled her red curls back and wound them
into a long braid. "He's hit on a half a dozen women in the class.
I wondered why our celebration upset her. There's no way Char
wouldn't have earned her wings. We need to figure out a way to keep
him from washing her out."

"We'll start as soon as I finish this target
tow. That is, if I live through it. I saw the new recruits and I
think they lied about their age at the enlistment office."


Chapter 6

 


The second floor one-bedroom apartment on
Belmont was in a brownstone six flat. Char climbed the stairs and
knocked on the entrance to her new home, pleased when Eleanor
answered with a smile. The front door opened into a large living
room with a bay window and a collection of well-made heavy wood and
stuffed furniture. Every piece displayed worn surfaces, nicks, and
scratches—proof of decades of use. Char felt immediately
comfortable. The table radio that Eleanor listened to looked newer
than most of the fixtures. She turned it off and extended a long
finger, which Char followed to the bedroom carrying her duffle
bag.

The twin beds looked quite a bit more
comfortable than her skinny cot back at the barracks. They filled
most of the room and beneath one of them were heavy work boots and
two pairs of coveralls. Char guessed those were Eleanor's and
emptied her duffle onto the other. She filled two drawers in the
tall dresser they would share, hung her skirts and blouses in the
closet, and carted supplies to the bathroom where another pleasant
surprise awaited—a large bathtub. They had only showers at the
barracks and she missed the occasional leisurely bath.

Char returned to the bedroom and changed into
a blouse and slacks, hanging her uniform in the closet where it
looked out of place and even a little lonely. She patted its
forlorn shoulder and before heading to the living room with a few
questions for her new roommate, gazed around and whispered 'be it
ever so humble'. "Eleanor, if we're supposed to keep our eyes open
for spies in the plant, won't it be difficult to concentrate on our
work? What if we make a mistake? Couldn't that cost someone's
life?"

"Call me Ellie. You're right. The pieces you
and I work on will go to a special inspector to make sure that
doesn't happen. They'll double check our work and fix it if
necessary. We're supposed to be good enough to pass the section
inspector and anyone else who may be watching, but I'm sure you
won't have a problem." Ellie picked up a bag from the couch and
handed it to Char. "This is for you."

"What is it?" Without waiting for an answer,
Char opened the brown paper bag and found steel-toed work boots,
two pairs of coveralls, and two red bandanas. "Just what I wanted
at this point in my life, a new look. I take it this is our work
attire."

"It is, but from what I've read about the
WASP, you're used to coveralls and boots, aren't you?"

"Yes, I am, if that's something you get used
to." She put her new clothes on the chair arm and the boots on the
floor by her feet. "Dave said one of his sisters is a
cryptographer. Is that you?"

"I work in radio intelligence and
cryptography. I was with a small group of Americans sent to England
before we entered the war. Even with the blitz, it was safer than
the places where my sisters and Dave served. Our sister Sylvia came
home unharmed after serving in France, Jennifer lost her leg in
Italy, and Judith is serving in the Pacific, which is a hotbed
right now. Dave sustained a number of serious injuries at Pearl
Harbor, but he recovered completely. Well, except for his leg. He
might always have problems with that."

"I noticed at the diner that he had a limp,
but it wasn't obvious."

"It isn't usually, unless he's tired, and
sometimes he pushes himself to the extreme. That might be a family
trait."

"Do you still do radio intelligence work?"
Char wasn't quite ready to learn what that meant and rather hoped
Ellie didn't want to explain.

"Yes, I do, but listening to transmissions
all day, every day, starts to wear on you. I wanted to do something
physical for a while, and Dave talked me into this. I'm glad he
did. It's nice to work with him, but you don't need to tell him I
said that." She smiled. "His being the baby and the only boy, I'm
afraid his sisters spoiled him."

Char tried and failed to picture serious Dave
Frazier as the baby brother of four doting sisters. "I'm sure he
feels good about working with you, too. Speaking of family, I have
a question about my own. I cancelled my next two Sunday morning
visits my mom, but if we're still at the plant after that, I'd like
to check on her. She hasn't been in the greatest health since we
moved."

"I'm sure there's a way to handle that. If it
comes up in conversation while we're working at the plant, just say
that you volunteer to visit a sick woman on Sundays. Since you're
from Indiana, your mom wouldn't live in Chicago. If there's a bad
guy or gal in the plant, it'd be better if you don't mention your
mom at all."

That statement raised an uncomfortable
question. "Do you think my mother could be in danger because I'm
working with you?"

"I absolutely do not think your mother will
be in danger, but I'd rather err on the side of caution. Other than
that woman you visit, I'm the only person you know. Your name is
Char Young and your family has a farm in southern Indiana. I'm
Ellie Shaw from a dairy farm in Oshkosh, Wisconsin. The story is
that we both responded to recruitment ads and they paired us up
here at the apartment and the plant. The best way to handle things
is to say as little as possible."

"Am I living in this apartment so no one gets
suspicious of me walking from the base to the plant?"

"That and because it was easier to put an
agent in the barracks with you gone."

"That's right, Dave told me about my
replacement. Where do you live, Ellie?"

"Sheffield and Addison."

"By Wrigley Field. Are you a Cubs fan?"

Ellie made a face that Char had seen on many
Cubs fans. "The best game I've seen at Wrigley in a while was last
year when I watched a nighttime double-header to benefit the
Women's Army Corps. Teams from the women's baseball league
played—the Racine Belles and the Rockford Peaches. They even rigged
temporary lights up around the field. Since I live across the
street, I watched from my third floor apartment. I don't know what
I expected, but they played real baseball."

"Who won?"

"It might have been the Racine Belles, but I
could be wrong. I stretched out on the couch, which was what I
thought they meant when they said seventh inning stretch, and fell
asleep."

Char smiled. "Have you ever done
riveting?"

"No, have you?"

"No, but it couldn't be much more difficult
than a target tow, could it?"

*

Maxi was so preoccupied with her grumbling
she barely noticed Georgia on her cot reading the WASP newsletter.
Georgia, however, couldn't miss Maxi's entrance and bit the inside
of her mouth to keep from smiling at the bedraggled pilot. "How was
the target tow, Max?"

"If you want to know how it was, take a look
at the plane I brought in. It's been remodeled with a few extra
vent holes." Maxi threw her helmet and goggles on her bed and fell
next to them with a thud. "Why don't they take those guys to
Riverview Amusement Park? That would give them a chance to shoot at
moving targets before they fired anti-aircraft guns at living,
breathing human beings." She planted a finger on her chest to make
sure Georgia knew the human being she meant. "I sat in the cockpit
shaking the entire flight."

"I'm glad you're still with us." Georgia rose
and ruffled Maxi's shaggy hair as the door swung open. This time
Tina Murphy came in wearing a smile.

"Maxi, you made it back alive. I checked out
your plane and saw holes I'd swear weren't there before. Did any of
those boys hit the target?"

"One guy did, Tina, but I'm sure it was an
accident. Maybe he kept his eyes closed and listened."

Tina pulled a letter out of her pocket and
opened it as she sat on her cot. What she read made her smile. "My
dad says when he's flying the crop-duster these days he pretends
he's dropping bombs on the little man with the mustache in Berlin.
I can just see him scaring the hell out of our neighbor's cows."
She put her back against the wall and pulled a newspaper clipping
from the envelope.

"Listen to this article he sent. Russia has
three regiments of women combat pilots. The 588th night bomber
squadron does such a good job of destroying German targets that
Nazis call them the 'Nachthexen' or 'Night Witches'. Hitler has a
special medal for anyone who shoots down one of their planes. The
mechanics, ground support, and munitions loaders for the regiments
are women, too. They've won a combined total of over fifty
medals."

"Night Witches, I wonder if that's what they
really call them." Georgia looked over Tina's shoulder as she
continued to read.

"They fly Po-2 biplanes, trainers that were
about ready to fall apart before they gave them to the women. They
only carry one or two bombs at a time and didn't have parachutes
until this year. Geez, no parachutes in those planes and against
the Luftwaffe." She read on. "Hey, Maxi, maybe you shouldn't
complain about the target tow. This woman, a major in the Russian
Air Force, came home from a mission with dozens of holes in her
aircraft."

Tina read to herself until Maxi interrupted.
"Murphy, tell us what you're reading."

"You guys will appreciate this. The Russian
major says the most difficult part for the women regiments is the
abuse and lack of support from male pilots. I guess things are the
same around the world."

"Except that they fly combat missions and are
officers in the Air Force." Georgia frowned.

Maxi saw Georgia gearing up to jump into her
'why can't women fly in combat' lecture and derailed her before she
could start. "Speaking of abuse and lack of support, has anyone
heard from Char?"

"No. How long will she be making planes?"
Tina folded the letter and slipped it in her pocket, and then up
sat to untie her boots.

"The only thing Commander Mathison told me
was that she's on another assignment for a while." Georgia said.
"And that someone else will fill her bunk while she's gone.
According to Darlene, her name is Connie. Maxi, did Char tell you
anything?"

"Just that she's working at the plant." Maxi
stretched out and looked at the ceiling. "Maybe she's hunting
spies. Hey, Tina, when you finish untying your boots, could you do
mine?"

*

The building on Ashland Avenue became a Nazi
sanctuary a full year before Germany declared war on the United
States. They selected the house because it met two important
requirements. It offered a central location for German agents in
the Midwest and the wood frame structure allowed transmission and
reception of information with the Reich by radio.

The previous owner had been
sixty-eight-year-old Robert Aldridge, a retired milkman who had no
other family. The Germans found the place when Aldridge ran an ad
to rent out the second floor apartment. The man who inquired about
the apartment, Albert Robbins, told Aldridge he worked at the
nearby Ford plant that now manufactured munitions. He didn't tell
him he was a Nazi. "Good evening, Mr. Aldridge." Albert sat next to
him on the porch. "I'm here about the apartment you have for
rent."

"Sure. It's on the second floor and has two
bedrooms and a separate bathroom. Do you want to take a look?"

"I do. Say, would you consider selling this
old house? I could make a good offer."

"Why would I sell it? I was born here, and I
expect I'll die here."

"I just wondered. I could use more space to
store my books."

"You're welcome to store them in the
basement, but you'll have to put the boxes on bricks. That's a dirt
floor down there and books would suck up the moisture."

"Why don't we take a look at the basement
first? If it's too moist, I won't take the apartment."

Thirty minutes later, Mark Robbins came up
from the basement brushing the dirt off his hands. He went to the
phone. "I got the house."

"Where's the owner?" the voice on the other
end asked.

"I buried him in the basement. He said he
expected to die here."

Over the next few years, loyal Nazis moved in
for varying lengths of time. Presently the two apartments housed a
dozen agents. The most recent tenant arrived in the country four
months earlier. The agent, Alessandra Müller, unlike most of the
others, came from Germany and her stay would be short. "Are Karl
and Albert at the munitions plant?" Alessandra sat at the kitchen
table and looked at her notes.

"Yes, they've increased production quotas and
everyone is working longer shifts. Karl showed me the numbers. The
additional amount they're expecting to manufacture is
substantial."

"Have they had any luck slowing
production?"

"They contaminated a large supply of
gunpowder."

She looked pleased. "Good. What
happened?"

"The inspectors caught it before it went into
the munitions."

"Da! These Americans aren't smart, but
they're lucky. When I return home in a few weeks, you'll be in
charge at Douglas. Can you handle it?"

"Of course, but we should replace you when
you leave."

"Then move Karl to Douglas."

"Why are you going home?"

"Der Führer needs me. He has planned to
infiltrate the French resistance. DeGaulle helped to organize them
and they've become stronger and more resourceful. They're blowing
up trains, blocking troop movements, and they played a large part
in the Allies' successful attack at Normandy. We asked for this
when we allowed the Vichy Regime a free hand. They tried to force
French women to stay home and have children and the women resisted
in great numbers. As we know, great numbers of women are a powerful
force. Look at the Americans. Many were told their entire lives
they couldn't do these kinds of jobs, and now…" she waved her hand.
"Where would their troops be if they'd believed that?"

"You speak against the Fatherland,
Alessandra? How unlike you."

"I speak against stupidity." She answered in
disgust. "You cannot conquer the world if you make your enemies
strong. I speak against leaders in the Reich who do not inform the
Führer of their ridiculous plans and do not admit when those plans
fail. I am here only a few months and already we have gathered and
delivered enough information to save thousands of our countrymen's
lives. We have done this with ease and yet we have people around
the country who have done nothing. Nothing! The Allies become more
confident with each victory and that must end."

"Of course, you're right. Has Hannah Brown
succeeded in sabotaging any planes while delivering logs?"

"Hannah Brown." Alessandra thumbed the pages
of her notes and frowned. "Hannah hasn't worked out as well as we'd
hoped. She's accomplished little with those women flyers. Perhaps
she questions her loyalty to Germany. She was born in this country.
Maybe a misguided sense of patriotism to it has begun to cause her
doubt."

"I was born in this country. Do you doubt my
loyalty to the Reich?"

"I am telling you what has happened before
with defectors. If you do your job well you have nothing to fear.
It's when people make mistakes that they lose their courage or
become stupid. When they become stupid, they end up endangering
everyone. I'm scheduled to meet with Hannah in a few days, but it
might be necessary to arrange for her disposal before that
happens."

"Didn't she have to deliver last week's
production logs?"

"She did that yesterday and returned today. I
don't know if she made the delivery. I do know that if she has
changed sides, we'll need to silence her. She knows too much about
our operation."

"I agree. I was worried about her attitude
myself the last time I saw her."

Alessandra gave him a doubtful look. "It
might be wiser for you to let me worry about Hannah Brown. Your job
is to deliver transport and production numbers. Outdated
information does us little good. These accidents around the plant
have not been effective. The Führer wants us to disrupt production.
It will take more than a few falling boxes to halt the assembly of
C-54 transports."




Chapter 7

 


Char and Ellie boarded the streetcar wearing
coveralls, work boots, and bandanas to keep their hair from flying
in their faces or moving machine parts. Two years earlier people
would have stared at the pair, and women on occasion faced arrest
for wearing trousers in public. Since the war, women often wore
work clothes and carried lunch pails instead of or along with their
purses.

They made the short walk from the streetcar
to a plant bus that delivered them to the entrance. Once there, and
through the inspection line, they entered the plant to start their
eight-hour shift. Charlotte Mercer became Char Young and tried not
to think about friends, relatives, or flying. That became easier
when she discovered that the training took every bit of her
concentration.

New employees at Douglas began their first
day with a tour of the preassembly hanger. The guide explained how
they divided the enormous space into dozens of separate work areas
and how various groups of people stood or sat to produce their
parts. In one section, men and women soldered hundreds of feet of
wire switches and meters and installed them in the instrument
panels. Inspectors double-checked completed panels and moved them
to the second hanger for final assembly. The instrument panels were
the heart of the ship.

Beyond instrument panel assembly, people ran
drill presses, welded lengths of metal, and riveted sections of
pressed aluminum that became wings, fuselages and other mostly
exterior parts. Once assembled, those parts passed another series
of rigorous tests and joined the instrument panels to become
finished Douglas C-54 Skymaster transport planes.

After the tour, Char and Ellie followed their
instructor to a small building outside the hanger. Char guessed
they went there because talking or hearing over the roar of the
plant was almost impossible. The instructor and an assistant
positioned the skeletal frame of a C-54 wing, standing on its side
on a platform. Char and Ellie joined them. "Follow the blueprints
to the letter," he waved the papers in the air, "and when you're
finished with a wing, you'll end up with one like that." He
directed them to a finished product alongside their frame. "Do you
two want to give it a try?" The optimistic pair stepped forward
ready to learn. "One of you will work outside with the rivet gun
and one will work inside with the bucking bar. You'll change places
every two hours."

Char studied the narrow frame, glad it came
from the huge C-54 transports and not the BT-13 training planes she
often flew. She doubted her arm would fit inside to hold the bar in
place in a BT-13. "We'll put the aluminum sheet up and get you
started." The instructor worked with Ellie first. He placed a rivet
in a hole and the rivet gun in her hands to let her get used to the
weight. He warned her several times to hang on tight and then
climbed in the frame to show Char how to hold the bucking bar over
the holes where rivets entered.

Ellie shot the first rivet and both women
jumped at the noise. When the rivet went through the aluminum and
hit the bucking bar, it flew out of Char's hands. "I suggest you
hang on a little tighter," was the instructor's sage advice. Char
wanted to complain that he hadn't warned her the way he had Ellie,
but before she had a chance, Ellie inserted the next rivet and
brought the unhappy bucker's attention back to her job.

The next six days of training ran together
into a long and painful blur. Muscles that they had barely known
existed screamed in outrage but the women became proficient at
handling a riveting gun and a bucking bar. They alternated the
grueling jobs and cheered when the rivets they installed resembled
those on the finished wing. The instructor, Char noticed, often
shook his head and closed his eyes, which she found a bit overly
dramatic. On the streetcar home Ellie expressed a concern. "Char,
we'll have to get more comfortable with the tools before we focus
on our hunt for spies."

"You're right. It takes as much concentration
as it does strength. To tell you the truth, I'd rather look at
those rivets from inside the cockpit." Ellie gave her a puzzled
look. "I'd rather be flying."

*

Alessandra unfolded a piece of paper from the
book she held and flattened it on the table. They sat in the
kitchen at the house on Ashland. "This is the preassembly hanger.
This grey area is where the wings, fuselage, tail, and other
external parts are riveted before they inspect them and move them
to the assembly hanger. My riveting station is here." She tapped
her finger on the rectangle.

"I know where your station is,
Alessandra."

"Then you also know that it is not easy to
see work done in that section. My plan is simple, but effective.
For the few weeks I have left here, I'll substitute rivets with
slightly oversized shanks."

He studied the layout with a frown and then
nodded when he understood. "The oversized rivets will stretch the
metal and weaken the panel. No one will know until the plane is in
the air and stress causes it to bend. That's a good plan,
Alessandra."

"Yes, it is. My partner will have no idea
she's bucking oversized rivets. We split the jobs so I can only put
them in for half the shift, but that should be enough to cause
sufficient damage. I've saved many larger rivets for this purpose
and Thomas said he would bring me more. The planes assembled now
will not fly for another month. By then, I will be long gone and if
they figure out what caused the damage, they will no doubt blame my
partner. That reminds me, have you explained to Thomas where he
needs to set the fire?"

"Yes, he understands."

"Make sure he does. There's only one place in
the hanger where a fire can do damage. Thomas seems to have a
problem following instructions. Tell him again where he needs to
set it and make him repeat your instructions."

"All right, Alessandra. I'll go over it with
him again. I'm sure he understands."

"I need you to tell the mechanic…what's his
name?"

"Ralph."

"Tell Ralph it's urgent I speak to him."

"That won't be possible. He's out of town
this week. They sent him to check out an airplane in Texas."

"Why did they send him?"

"He's an expert on that particular plane. He
couldn't very well refuse to go because he had to wait for
instructions from Alessandra Müller."

She laughed quietly, picked up her notes, and
stood. "No, I don't suppose he could. I'll work something out."
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