Caught in the nightmare of World War-II Occupied France, two people from different ends of the earth discover their soulmates in each other.
Rose, the beautiful leader of a French resistance band finds what she’s always longed for in the arms of an American bomber pilot downed behind Nazi lines.
Must she now sacrifice the love of her life to the god of War?
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~1~
Clouds moved in just before dawn. Then the rain began, polishing the silver and green dinosaurs and making them visible in the low visibility. Though the monsters continued to slumber, all about them scurried jeeps and canvas covered trucks, bomb carriers and fuel bowsers, full of men busily engaged in waking them up.
A jeep stopped beside one of the dinosaurs and two pilots jumped out before the driver eased the clutch and sped away. Both looked up at its metal flank and smiled at a painting of a well-built, semi-nude female with enormous eyes. Below the painting were the words: ‘Baby Blues.’ Both reached up and patted ‘Baby Blues’ before climbing into her interior through the forward hatch. “It’s going to be a wet night all the way to Munich, Skipper,” the co-pilot said.
The other settled into the left seat reserved for the captain of the B-17-F ‘Flying Fortress’ of the 95th Bomb Group, 8th Air Force. “Yup. We’re going to earn our pay from Uncle Sammy today.”
A voice behind them rang out. “Hey! You guys been here all night?”
The captain answered, “Sure thing, George! Wanted to get an early start. See if you can get some electricity going in the ol’ girl.”
George smiled in the darkness as he flipped on the master switches, bringing to life dozens of little lights and illuminating an equal number of dials. He looked at the silhouettes of his pilot and co-pilot framed against the Plexiglas windshield. What a study of contrasts they were. Bill Baxter, the Skipper, about six feet tall with sandy hair and an air of authority about him that made him a great leader; Mike Hadley, the co-pilot, short, dark and so diffident that, if you met him at a party, your first impulse would be to ask him to get you another drink. Yet the similarities outweighed the differences. Both were excellent flyers. Both possessed steel nerves and a determination to get the job done and get the hell back home to the good old US of A. George had confidence in both men, though Captain Baxter was the better pilot. Still, in a pinch, either would do, and in the months they’d been together in England, there had been plenty of ‘pinches.’ On almost every mission they’d been hit with flak. Lately, German fighter planes had become bolder, tearing right through a bomber formation and taking a couple of lumbering Flying Fortresses down with them. Though he didn’t like to think about it, the odds of surviving twenty-five missions were low. That’s what they needed to get back to the States. He reached up and switched on the generators and fuel pumps. Still, thanks to Bill’s skill and a lot of luck, we’ve made it through twenty-two flights over the enemy. Only three more to go before we win the magic ticket home. He sighed and flipped another bank of switches to On, and the monster named ‘Baby Blues’ woke up.
Takeoff runs began exactly thirty minutes later. Each of the B-17s had all four of their giant engines coughing and growling, flight crews finishing the last of their checklists while pilots and co-pilots glanced nervously toward the control tower. Ground crews scattered out of the way, dragging or driving their equipment with them. It was time, and Bill Baxter seemed as impatient as his crew. “Checklist complete. Are we doing this today or not?”
George glanced over at the co-pilot, Mike Hadley, who was performing the same ritual he had for the previous twenty-two missions. He smiled as Mike carefully withdrew a photograph from his breast pocket of a pretty brunette with curls falling past her shoulders. Penned on the front were the words, “To my Mikey with all my love forever, Alma.” Mike smiled at the photo, brought it to his lips and kissed it gently, then slid its upper edge underneath the rim of his flap position indicator dial, directly in front of him on the control panel.
A green rocket shot up from the control tower. Bill glanced at Mike. “Is Alma ready to go?”
“She’s ready, and so am I. Let’s go.”
“Brakes off!” Bill commanded, “Take-off power.” He shoved the throttles all the way forward to their stops. All four radial engines roared in unison as the great plane moved forward. Ponderously at first, like a giant rising up and stretching himself, but quickly picking up speed, the Fortress rushed down the runway. Faster and faster ‘Baby Blues’ ran as Mike shouted over the thunder, “V-1!”
Bill pushed forward on the control yoke lifting the plane’s tail wheel off the tarmac.
“V-2!” Bill gently pulled back on the yoke and ‘Baby Blues’ took wing, soaring into her true element once more.
~2~
Too soon she’d become one of several hundred Flying Fortresses in a vast formation headed toward occupied Europe. Below them was a solid overcast of clouds looking like a bumpy snowfield. Overhead in the brilliant blue sky were the ‘little friends’—American fighter planes who would shepherd them part way to their targets in Germany. Guns had been test-fired, the bombs were armed. Flake Hudson, the navigator-bombardier had just reported they were on time and in place.
The intercom crackled to life. “Hey Skipper! The met boys report the target is clear. No need for the secondary target to abort.”
Bill replied, “Great. At least this won’t be a bust and we’ll get ol’ number twenty-three finished. One step closer to home.”
The tail gunner piped up, “I’d as soon they canceled the war. Think we could make it across the Atlantic on our tank of gas if they did?”
“We sure might try,” said Bill. “What do you say, Mike?”
The photo of Alma had just vibrated off the flap position indicator dial and fallen between Mike’s feet. He bent down and retrieved her, replacing her on the dial. “Yeah. Then, when we ran out of fuel, we could paddle the rest of the way to New York! I’m game if it means we get to go home.”
Bill looked over and smiled at his co-pilot. “How is Alma? Heard from her lately?”
A wide grin split Mike’s face. He looked like a little kid that had just found a stash of candy. “Letter yesterday. Said Little Mike just took his first steps.” He sighed. “You know, I still haven’t met the kid. If this war keeps going, he’s liable to be in college before I do. What a rotten break, having to be here when back there the really important stuff is happening.”
“He’ll be waiting for his daddy when he gets home. You’re a lot luckier than you think. At least you have someone to go home to—besides just your folks.” Bill shifted in his seat, pulling his parachute into a more comfortable spot. “Alma’s a lucky girl, too.”
“Still surprised there’s no ‘girl back home’ for you, Skipper.”
Bill was silent for a few moments. “I had a girl; thought we’d be married someday too. But Barbara was too interested in having more money than a struggling architect could give her. Besides, she wanted me to work for her father’s law firm. The idea of spending my life fixing traffic tickets and managing messy divorces never appealed to me. It just wasn’t meant to be.” He looked out the window at the other B-17s flying beside them. “Talk about irony. I want to build beautiful buildings that people can use; buildings that’ll last for decades, and here I am in a job where we have to do everything we can to tear them down. Think of it, Mike. There’re monuments down there that have lasted over five hundred years and we’re going to wipe them out in seconds.”
“Well, we didn’t start this war. Just doing our best to end it. The Germans are paying the price for following old Adolf.” Mike scanned the dials.
Bill breathed in deeply and exhaled. “Barbara just didn’t understand we have a little thing called World War II to finish. But I really did think she was the One.”
“There’ll be others. How about that little WREN you’re dating in London? She’s a peach!”
“Nothing serious. She’s a good kid. We’ve had some laughs, but when it’s all over, we’ll say goodbye and go back to being ‘normal,’ whatever that is now. Not like you and Alma. Tell me, Mike, how did you know she was the one?”
Mike laughed. “I think it was her eyes or something. Met her at her high school prom. I had a date, but by the end of the evening, we’d switched partners. Didn’t even wait for the last dance! By the time I had driven her home, we were making wedding plans.”
Bill snorted in astonishment. “That fast?”
“I never believed in love at first sight—until then. We were married two months later. I don’t know, Bill, it just happened. Right place and right time, I guess. We knew the war was coming and that we hadn’t time for one of those good old-fashioned courtships. She’s working in a defense plant when she’s not tending to little Mikey. You mentioned irony. Alma may have made one of those things we’ve got hanging in our bomb bay right now.”
“What are you going to do when this is all over?”
“Go home. Make some more kids. Get a house with a big porch and spend a lot of time just sitting on it and staring at the trees.”
“Lucky dog! I wish I could do that.”
Mike smiled. “You will. When your ‘right one’ comes along, you’ll know it, Bill. I guarantee it.”
Flake interrupted, “I hate to break into this love fest, Skipper, but the ‘little friends’ just turned back. From now on, it’s just us and the Nazis up here.”
“Right,” Bill replied. “Okay guys, keep a sharp lookout. It’s enemy country from here on.”
Grimly, the men turned to their tasks. Germany was below them and like a chasm that had to be jumped, home and safety was on the other side.
Flake shouted, “Flak ahead! Two o’clock low!”
Immediately the sky was rent with ugly black clouds as the Germans fired anti-aircraft guns up at the formation. Some of the clouds had red centers as the shells exploded, spreading a deathly burst of shrapnel in all directions.
“Pilot to navigator. Can we fly around it?”
“Navigator to pilot. No way. We’re approaching the target. Bomb release in about ten minutes.”
The great Fortresses flew on in perfect formation, seemingly invincible. But they weren’t. One flak burst connected with the lead plane. In an instant, the front half of the B-17 was atomized in a blazing cloud of destruction. The ‘17 staggered on for a few seconds before beginning its plunge of death.
“’Ain’t Misbehaving’ has been hit!” shouted the tail gunner. “She’s going down.”
Bill’s calm voice came over the intercom, “Hang on men. Just do your job.”
Other planes also suffered mortal hits by the flak gunners below. The formation began to look ragged as more and more gaps appeared, like some demented giant removing pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, one by one.
Below, the clouds parted revealing a blasted landscape full of blazing fires and smoke that billowed upward, almost, it seemed, to the formation.
Flake spoke up. “Target in sight. I have the controls. Open bomb bay.”
Bill flipped the autopilot switches. “Pilot to navigator: you have control.”
The top-turret gunner shouted, “Bogies at twelve o’clock high! Coming fast!”
Six tiny dots approached, rapidly becoming silhouettes of German fighters. Small, bright lights flashed from their wing guns sending lethal streaks of yellow and white tracer bullets into ‘Baby Blues’ as her gunners returned fire.
Suddenly, ‘Blues’ shivered and staggered. “We’ve been hit!” Mike yelled. “Number 4 engine on fire!”
“Feather number 4! Fire extinguisher!”
‘Blues’ slowed, beginning to lose altitude, but flew on toward her target.
“Two minutes to bomb-drop,” said Flake. “Gotta keep her steady.” He was hunched over his Norden bombsight, his left thumb barely touching the red toggle-switch while seconds turned into centuries. Another blast struck the aircraft on her left side. Smoke flooded the cockpit. Sparks spoke though the noise, “Flak hit on the fuselage! Both waist gunners are gone!”
Again, Bill’s almost-supernaturally calm voice came over the intercom. “Steady, steeee-aaaaady.”
Flake’s thumb suddenly twitched. “Bombs away!” he shouted.
“Closing bomb bay doors! Let’s get out of here!” said Bill.
‘Blues’ lifted in a tight turn and moved away from the falling death below, fighting for clearer air, twisting and dodging the murderous flak that still blossomed around them. “Good job, Flake! Now, plot a course for home!”
An old quote about battle flitted through Bill’s mind. ‘Hours of boredom punctuated by seconds of sheer terror.’ ‘Baby Blues’ was on course for England. The shattered number 4 engine, together with flak damage, had slowed her progress and caused her to drop out of the protective blanket of the other bombers. She flew alone toward the English Channel. Both Bill and Mike worked the controls, keeping the unstable Fortress on course. They were alone in a hostile sky.
The droning of the remaining three engines had almost lulled the crew into a sense of security when the top turret began blasting away. “Bogies at two o’clock high!” shouted the gunner. They were his last words. His death screams were drowned out by the explosions of bullets as three Fw-190s shot past the struggling bomber.
“Number 1’s on fire!” Mike reported.
“Shut down number 1!” Bill replied. “Feather and fire extinguisher.” Fire alarms went off.
“Sparks to pilot: fire in the radio room!”
Flake had abandoned his navigator’s station and was manning the nose gun, “Bogies dead ahead of us!” he called as he squeezed the trigger.
Two black shapes shot over the top of them while the third, trailing fire and smoke spun beneath. “Got one!” Flake barked, “but they’re coming around for another pass!”
Both Bill and Mike struggled with the controls, trying to keep the plane level as the Germans sped around for another head-on pass. Bill spoke, “Get ready, guys, here they come, twelve o’clock level!”
Again the 190s’ guns sparked. Instantly the cockpit windshield erupted into bright splinters. Instruments exploded onto the two pilots. ‘Blues’ staggered but flew on, losing altitude. Flames poured from the multiple holes in the ship. The sound of men screams and curses filled the intercom as the plane descended.
Flake stripped his mike and oxygen mask off.. “Bogies are going away!” But it was too late. With two engines out and on fire, their plane had suffered fatal damage.
An alarm bell rang. “Pilot to crew. I’ll hold her steady for as long as I can, but we can’t make it. Bail out! Bail out!”
Flake grabbed his parachute, snapped it on and threw open the forward hatch, motioning for the crew to jump first. “See ya in Berlin, Skipper!” he shouted and disappeared through the opening.
Sweat poured from Bill’s forehead as he grappled with the increasingly uncooperative bomber. He called into the now-silent intercom, “Anybody left?” He paused for a second. “Can’t hold her much longer, Mike. Jump!”
No reply. Mike lay slumped against the right window. Blood dribbled from the corner of his mouth and from the hole in his left temple. Tears blinded Bill’s eyes as he stared at his buddy. They’d been through a lot together, but this was no time for contemplation. He reached forward and pulled Alma’s photograph from her mount on the shattered control panel and gently slid it into Mike’s breast pocket. “Alma’s with you, pal. She’s saving the last dance for you.”
The controls jerked and went dead in his left hand.
Their luck had run out.
‘Blues’ nose shuddered upward, flipped over and death spiraled toward the ground. Bill had no time left. He unstrapped his harness and, glancing once more at his dead friend, crawled toward the forward hatch. Bill was thrown against the fuselage by the crushing weight of centrifugal force, pinned a bare three feet from the hatch. With every remaining ounce of strength in him, he inched toward the open gap. He saw ground, then sky, then ground again as the plane spun downwards. His head edged over the coaming and into the blast of the slipstream. His arms felt like solid lead but he managed to force them outside the plane and pushed with all his remaining might against the metal skin. The wind grabbed him sucking his torso through the hatch into the open air as ‘Baby Blues’ screamed past. For an instant, Bill felt the heat from the flames that raced down the fuselage. He counted to ten and pulled his parachute release cord. At first, nothing happened. Then, silk exploded around him, blossomed into the air and jerked him almost to a standstill. Before he blacked out, his last vision was of the flaming, smoking plane, already hundreds of feet below him, plunging toward earth.
~3~
Other senses kicked in before his eyes did. He heard voices he couldn’t understand. And laughter. Bill forced his eyes open and reality flooded in. He was hanging by his parachute harness in the branches of a tree—an apple tree—about ten feet above the grass-covered ground below! The voices were becoming louder. German voices. Struggling against the unyielding harness, he reached for his .45 pistol strapped to his side. The holster flapped up. Empty! The gun must have been lost in the fall. Trapped! He tried to hit his parachute release latch but only swayed against branches. Out of the bushes on his right emerged four men in gray uniforms, rifles aimed at him. Trapped like a fly in a spider’s web! The apparent leader looked up, laughed and spoke in heavily-accented English, “I sank perhaps dis affle tree has made a new fruit. How are you dis fine morgan, Freund? Where is your big flying machine now? Vill it come back to take you avay?” Scorn and derision shown in the soldier’s eyes.
“What of the rest of my crew?”
“Utter patrols are looking for them. Ven day are caught, dare fate vill be the same as yours. You cowards in the sky have bombed our cities, killed our people.” The man smiled grimly. “Do you know the punishment for murder, Freund?”
“I am your prisoner of war. The Geneva Conventions say you must arrest me and take me to your officer in command—without harm.” Difficult to think and talk calmly while one was dangling from a tree with death staring him in the face, but Bill tried his best to remain calm.
The German turned to his comrades, apparently translating into German what Bill had said. All laughed as if he’d had told the best joke in the world.
“Officers? Vat officers? No, Freund, I tink you tried to escape and ve had to shoot you, ja? Dare you are, strung up like a stuffed goose. Ve haf no time for prisoners, Freund. We haf time only to make an example of you as a warning to other American cowards and to the French scum in der village. You vill look as good hanging from a lamp post dere as you do in dis affle tree.”
Bill squirmed and again reached for his harness release. Finally, he sighed. “All right, bastard. Get it over.”
His gaze left the Germans and lifted to the blue sky. God, help me.
The German soldier barked an order in German to the other soldiers. They brought up their guns, pointed them at Bill and clicked off the safeties. “Say a prayer, Freund, to vatever god you belief in.”
Bill closed his eyes. “Go to hell.” Bill closed his eyes, waiting for the bullets impact.
Suddenly the air was rent with the blast of gunfire. Bill winced, waiting for the terrible pain to hit, waiting for his thoughts to end in a cataclysm of blood and darkness. Strangely, he heard the birds again. No pain crippled him. His first reaction was puzzlement, then confusion. He opened his eyes.
Below him, the four Germans lay on the ground, legs and arms splayed at odd angles, each bleeding from multiple wounds.
Out of the bushes came a group dressed in rough civilian clothes and carrying guns. One inspected the dead Germans, then savagely kicked the leader before muttering something in French. The others ran over to the bodies and began stripping them of guns and ammunition. The kicker looked up at Bill. “Are you wounded?”
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