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Chapter 1

Flying—July, 1928

Otto was flying. Seated erect in the co-pilot’s seat, he rested his left hand loosely on the throttles of the Ryan twin, peering into the darkness of the Pacific night. He caught flashes of lightning among the towering thunderheads, which illuminated the biggest storm cells well enough for him to steer away from them.

In the pilot’s seat, Colonel Charles Lindbergh slept, exhausted from preflight preparations and rounds of interviews and picture sessions with the international press eager to get the story of the most famous aviator in the world and his attempt to cross the Pacific. This time Lindbergh was in a twin engine craft, and this time he had a co-pilot. Otto smiled as he remembered the questions about his qualifications.

“Colonel Lindberg, why are you taking along an eight-year-old co-pilot?”

Lindberg fixed the reporter with his eagle eye. “Because Otto Kerchner is the best pilot available to help me make this historic trip.”

That silenced all questions. There was only the pop and flare of flash bulbs as the photographers took pictures of the two aviators.

A close cloud-to-cloud lightning flash brought Otto back to the present. He must maintain his alertness. Colonel Lindberg depended on him, and he would not fail.

“Otto! Otto!”

Someone called his name in a heavy German accent. He glanced over his shoulder down the fuselage filled with the giant fuel tanks which kept the twin Wright Cyclone radials running at full bore. There was no one there.

“Otto! Otto Kerchner!”

The voice came from somewhere below him, but that was impossible. There were only thousands of feet of turbulent air and storm down there. No human being could be suspended below their racing aircraft.

“Otto! Answer me! It is your vater!”

The night sky through the windscreen wavered and disappeared, replaced by the dusty dimness of a barn hay loft, illuminated by shafts of late afternoon sunlight. Otto knew where he was. He was on his father’s farm, hiding from the chores he detested, reading in the loft about his hero Charles Lindbergh. He must have been dreaming about flying with “Lucky Lindy.”  He had to answer his father and quickly, or his father would take his books away from him.

“Ja, Papa, I am in the hayloft,” he called.

“Vell, come down here, you lazy kinder. There is much for us to do!”

Otto sighed, and with his book in his hand, leaped to his feet and ran the short distance to the edge of the loft. He launched himself into the air. He was flying once again. At least for a while.

Otto had jumped from the hay loft dozens of times before. He had not counted on the floor of the barn, packed by thousands of cattle hooves, being harder than usual because of the drought. It was, in fact, like concrete.

He landed with one leg extended and both heard and felt it break. Something like an electric shock ran up his broken leg and he thought he was going to faint for an instant. The shock was like the one he received when he moistened his fingertips and stuck them on the terminals of the battery that powered their radio, only much, much worse. He lay there, unable to move, almost unable to breathe.

His father ran over from the barnyard where he had been standing, calling to Otto. He knelt by his son, but he knew from his service in the German army during the Great War that the leg was broken. He held Otto down as the shock began to wear off, and the boy started squirming.

“Gott in Himmel, Otto, how many times have I told you not to jump out of the hayloft? You’ve broken your leg. Some help you’ll be now! MARIA! MATA!” he screamed at the top of his lungs. “It’s Otto! He has broken his leg. Come quick!”

Otto’s mother and sister came on a run, his mother dropping to her knees as she started to cradle her boy. Hans shoved her back. “No, don’t move him until I immobilize the leg. Mata, go tear a board off the fence! Maria, go get some strips of cloth and then bring the truck around. This will require a doctor.”

Otto lay there, staring up at the sky. His father put a hand on his shoulder. “The only thing we have to give you is whiskey and I can’t give that to a child. Doctor Carter will have something for the pain.”

Mata returned, holding one of the fence pickets about the same time her mother arrived carrying strips of cloth. Maria dropped them at Hans’ feet and tore off for the Model T parked at the side of the garage. She barely knew how to drive, but Hans had showed her how to crank the engine without breaking her arm or thumb. She set the spark and the throttle, ran to the front of the truck, pulled the choke wire and then gave the crank protruding from the radiator a half turn. The engine caught, and she leaped for the driver’s seat, retarding the spark and the throttle. She put the truck into gear and slowly pulled it near Otto and Hans. Mata stood there, wringing her hands, almost in tears.

“Mata! Make yourself useful,” ordered Hans, “and bind the strips of cloth around the board while I hold it in place next to Otto’s leg. Not too tight, now.”

Mata made fast work of the bindings, and Hans carried Otto over to the truck and laid him in the bed. “Mata! Go get a blanket to cover your brother!” Mata ran back into the house.

Hans went around to the driver’s seat while Maria slid into the back with Otto. Mata handed Maria a blanket which she placed over her boy. Hans made sure he was securely held by his mother and then put the truck into gear, rapidly accelerating down the unpaved road to the main highway, leaving streamers of dust in their wake. Otto was aware enough to see Mata grow smaller and smaller in the distance until he could not make her out at all.

***

Maria hugged Otto, trying to keep him from bouncing around on the hard wooden boards of the truck bed and injured further. The boy’s face was gray, like the dirty dishwater she threw out the back door. He wasn’t moving and he had lost consciousness. She tried to cradle him without moving his leg, but the violent motion of the truck made that impossible. “Hans!” she screamed over the noise of the engine, “Slow down! You’re going to kill us all!” Ordinarily she never shouted at Hans and never questioned his actions or decisions. But this was her boy. 

Hans’ head whipped around. “Ve must macht schnell!” he thundered back. “Don’t worry! I drove an ambulance in the Great War!”

Yes, but your son wasn’t on that ambulance, thought Maria as she clung more tightly to Otto’s limp frame and buried her head in his chest to escape the spumes of choking dust.

They hit the pavement of the main highway with a hard jounce, and all three occupants bounced in the air. Maria tried to move her body under Otto’s but only partially succeeded. His leg came down on the hard boards and he emitted a small groan. 

“Hold on, mein liebes kind,” she whispered into his ear. She began to sing softly, one of the old German songs, a lullaby she had sung to him when he was a baby. Her voice was lost in the whine of the tires on the asphalt and the roar of the engine.

Guten Abend, gute Nacht,

mit Rosen bedacht, 

mit Näglein besteckt,

schlüpf unter die Deck: 

Morgen früh, wenn Gott will, 

wirst du wieder geweckt,

morgen früh, wenn Gott will, 

wirst du wieder geweckt. 

 

It was a long five miles to town, even at Han’s demonic pace. He darted partway down the main street, made a sharp left onto a tree-lined lane of larger and finer homes than those in the rest of town. He threw on the brakes, pushed the reverse pedal hard and skidded to a stop in front of Doc Carter’s house, which also housed his office in the front parlor room. Hans jumped from the truck and ran up the walk, violently shoving the door open. Maria could hear him shouting, “Doktor! Doktor! Kommen Sie! Es mein kinder!”

Hans ran back through the door with Doctor Carter hard on his heels. They slid to a stop beside the Model T. Doc peered at Otto’s leg. The lower part stuck out at an odd angle. 

“I tink it is broken,” Hans said. “I vas in the Army during the Great War and…”

Doc waved impatiently, “Yeah, we know about your service with the krauts. I was in the war too, and tried to patch up all those kids you goons shot and gassed…”

Maria pleaded through tears, “Stop this! Stop it now! Help mein Otto!”

The two men glared at each other for a brief second. “All right, Hans, you carry the boy; I’ll keep his leg still.”

Hans took Otto in his arms while Doc gingerly held the leg. Otto groaned and his eyelids fluttered. Maria trotted alongside, smoothing his hair back. The four negotiated the short walk and carried the now-conscious boy into the examination room off the parlor.

Hans carefully laid his son on the examination table with Doc easing the broken leg onto the white covering. Doc pulled open Otto’s right eyelid and peered into his pupil. He grunted once and then turned to his wife, who acted as his nurse. “Rose, ether.”

She nodded, stepped to a cabinet and pulled out a green bottle and a cotton pad. Doc turned to Hans and Maria. “Hans, you stay here to help hold him. I’m going to set the leg. Maria, if you would wait in the waiting room, please.”

Maria backed out of the room. Doc shifted his gaze to Hans. “How did it happen? Farm accident?”

Hans shook his head. “Nein. This foolish kind jumped out of the hayloft. I haf told him a thousand times, you cannot fly, Otto. Do not keep trying. But these kinder, they do not obey.”

Doc listened impassively, then nodded to Rose. She stood behind Otto’s head and placed the ether-soaked pad over his mouth and nose. Doc looked at Hans, who held Otto by the shoulders. Doc grabbed hold of the leg.

Outside, Maria perched on the large overstuffed sofa. Rose had furnished the waiting room with heavy dark pieces unlike the simple homemade pine furniture at their farmhouse. She began to pray, whispering, “Gott in Himmel, please take care of my son. He is only a boy, and sometimes foolish, but please heal him. Amen.”

She stared at the pictures of European landscapes on the walls. One was of the ruins of a castle high on a hill above a river. It reminded her of where they had come from in the Rhine Valley. Ach, but that was a lovely place, she thought, shaking her head. It was too bad that the men with their fighting had ruined it all. She was so far from home, and letters from her relatives came only occasionally. She was a little lonely on the farm she and Hans had bought with a loan from the bank. It was not possible to buy such property in the old country. And now that she thought about it, there were her friends at church. Kochen, kinder, kirche. Weren’t those the essentials? And it was her kinder who was hurt.

She watched the sun move across the carpet just a little ways, filtered by the curtains at the windows. The door swung open and Hans came in, followed by Doc. They looked tired but their expressions told her all she had to know. Otto would be all right.

Doc spoke slowly. “It’s a bad break, but it set well and I think his leg will heal just fine.  He’ll be on crutches for a while.” He handed her a piece of paper. “Take this to Fred over at the pharmacy—you’ll need it for pain when Otto goes home.”

Hans began, “In the war…” but Maria shot him a look that silenced him.

“Thank you, doctor. May I see him?”

“Of course,” Doc said. “I’d like to keep him here overnight just to make sure he’s all right. We’ll take good care of him.”

Maria went into the dimly lit examination room. She saw Otto, his blonde hair shining against the white sheet that tucked in at his neck. The bulky form of a cast showed through the covering. His face was still pale, but not ashen as it had been earlier.

She smoothed his hair back from his forehead. His eyes opened briefly and he whispered, “I’m sorry, Mama, I didn’t mean to—“

“Hush, Otto, you just rest for now. You’ll stay here tonight and we’ll come get you in the morning.” She kissed him on the forehead as his eyes closed, and then she tiptoed out of the room, closing the door quietly behind her.

***

Otto slept fitfully. Occasionally, Rose came into the room to check on him and ask him softly if he was in pain. “Nein,” he said, reverting to the German he had first spoken but which he now refused to speak unless scolded by his father. And he drifted back to sleep.

In one dream, a nightmare really, he thought he had put the twin engine Ryan into a spiral dive. Colonel Lindberg pulled it out by brute force. “Pull, Otto, pull,” he yelled, as they both stood on the pedals and pulled the control wheels as hard as they could. The Ryan slowly leveled out, but Lindberg looked at Otto with disappointment. “I’m sorry, Otto, but I can’t have an incompetent pilot with me. You come.”

They both unbuckled their seat belts and Otto followed Colonel Lindberg to the hatch halfway back along the fuselage. Lindberg’s face was stern. He slid open the door. The slipstream howled past the dark opening. The colonel put his hands on Otto’s shoulders. “I’m sorry, Otto,” he intoned. “I can’t risk this mission because of an incompetent pilot.” With that, he wrenched Otto to the side, and Otto was thrust out into the cold darkness, falling, falling, falling. After a while the air seemed to buoy him up and he had no sensation of motion, but he knew that the sea lay below. He plunged through layers of cloud and broke through the overcast. The horizon showed as a thin gray line, and the sea was a darker gray than the clouds. The water seemed to rush up to him. It was coming fast, fast, and suddenly he hit.

Otto sat up in the dark examination room. The grandfather clock in the parlor chimed four. He lay back down, feeling the ache of his broken leg. He closed his eyes and tried to sleep.

***

The next morning he was awakened by sunlight streaming through a gap in the heavy curtains. His stomach reminded him he had not eaten since lunch the day before. He sat up again. Rose bustled into the room. “Good morning, Otto, you must have slept well. I didn’t hear you all night. How’s the leg?”

“It aches, Mrs. Carter,” Otto returned. 

“Well, that’s to be expected. Are you hungry? Would you like to go to the bathroom?”

“Do you mean the privy?” Otto wasn’t sure what a bathroom was. He didn’t need a bath.

Rose laughed. “A bathroom is an indoor privy,” she smiled. “I’ll help you to it. You’ll find it’s much nicer than a smelly old privy.” She helped him up and guided him to a door on the other side of the examination room from the parlor. Rose flipped a switch and a light came on. Otto looked up in surprise. He had read about electric lights but had never seen one operate. Rose chuckled and pointed to a white vase. “That’s where you do your business, Otto. Pull the chain hanging from the tank when you’re done.” She closed the door.

Otto gingerly eased himself down on the white vase and “did his business.” When he was done, he stood up, pulled up his knickers and pulled down on the chain as instructed. It sounded like water was pouring from the ceiling and he yelped and jumped out of its way as well as he could with his leg. He heard Rose’s voice from the other side. “Otto! Are you all right?”

“Yes, Mrs., Carter. I thought I had caused a flood but I’m all right now.” She laughed on the other side of the door. “Well, come out when you’re finished.”

Otto immediately opened the door and started to hobble out. “Wait a minute, young man: you didn’t wash your hands.”

Otto looked puzzled. “I was going to use the pump in the kitchen if that’s all right.”

Rose laughed again. “Let me show you,” she smiled, and led the way back into the bathroom. She flicked on the light and turned one of the faucets on. “See? Running water with the turn of a knob!”

“Wow, Mrs. Carter, that’s pretty keen!”

“Well, wash up and then we’ll see about some breakfast. Your folks will be here to pick you up pretty soon.”

***

Otto wiped the last of the boiled egg Rose had fixed for him off his mouth, along with some bacon that looked like it was store-bought. It wasn’t until he smelled it frying that he realized how hungry he was. Breakfast at home was usually sausage and if there were bacon, it was homemade with a lot of fat. In fact, now that he thought of it, they had sausage about every meal, with potatoes and a few other vegetables his mother grew in the garden. And milk. Lots and lots of milk.

Rose came back into the examining room and took the tray Otto had used for his breakfast. “Doctor Carter will be in to look at you in a few minutes. He was out all night with a difficult birth. Honestly I don’t know what would possess anyone to be a doctor. But he loves it.”

“I’m glad he could fix my leg,” Otto offered.

Rose patted him on the head. He reminded her so of their son Jack at the same age. “He was there when you were born. It’ll be up to you to follow orders and the rest is up to the good Lord.” 

Doctor Carter came into the room looking tired and disheveled. Without a word, he pulled back the sheet and examined the cast on Otto’s leg. He grunted and turned to Rose. “Rose, would you excuse us for a moment. I need to talk to Otto here.”

Rose looked at him quizzically and then turned and carried the tray out of the room, shutting the door behind her. Doc watched her go and then faced Otto. He looked grave. “I want to talk to you about this airplane foolishness.”

Otto’s mind went blank for a moment. Foolishness? Why were airplanes foolish? He didn’t understand.

Doc continued, “Your remind me of our son Jack when he was your age. The Wright brothers flew when he was ten and he talked and dreamed of airplanes and flying the rest of his life, short as it was. He just had to go into the flying corps when we entered the war, and that’s what got him killed.”

Otto had seen the memorial to those killed in the Great War. Jack Carter’s name was listed near the bottom, one of the last local casualties of the war. “He was a hero,” he began.

Doc’s face tightened. “He’s dead, Otto, and you will be too if you persist. I know you’re young, but I’m also telling you to give up this airplane business. Don’t put your parents through what we’ve been through.”

Otto couldn’t speak. He thought everyone was excited about airplanes, especially after Colonel Lindberg’s flight the year before. Everyone but his father, that is. Now he could add Doc to the list. He didn’t want to lie and say he would give up airplanes, so he was silent.

Doc looked toward the closed door. “I think your parents are here to pick you up. Remember what we talked about.”

Otto nodded, thinking, yes, I will remember but I won’t do what you asked.

Mata appeared in the doorway, looking serious and pale. She ran over to Otto and hugged him. “Oh, Otto, I was so afraid when I saw you lying there in the dirt! Mama and Papa said you were all right, but I just had to see for myself.” Otto put a hand on the top of her head, noticing as if for the first time how evenly her twin braids came out of her head. Mama braided her hair every morning for her. She said that was how girls wore their hair in Germany.

“I’ll be fine, sister. I’ll have to use a crutch for a while, but I’ll be good as new very soon.” Mata raised her head and smiled rapturously at him.

“I’m so glad, Otto. Papa says you can help Mama and me with the chickens and the garden.” Otto sighed. There was no escaping work on the farm, even with a broken leg. He had hoped to have extra time to read some of the books he had selected from the bookmobile which came by once a month. The library lady tried to save books on airplanes for him. She knew how much he liked to read about them.

Mama and Papa came in with Dr. Carter. “All right, Otto, you can go home with your parents. Just remember what we talked about,” said Carter gravely. “I’ll see you back here in a couple of weeks to see how that leg is doing. We should be able to take the cast off in time for school.”

Otto struggled to sit up on the side of the bed. Rose came in with a pair of crutches which she gave to him. He put one under each arm. The padded pieces felt funny, but he made one tentative step, then another. Mata held onto him as he traversed the room and slowly went to the door. He turned to look at Doc and Rose. “Thank you, Doctor. Thank you, Mrs. Carter.”

Rose waved. “No more jumping from haylofts,” she called. 

“Good-bye, Mrs. Carter,” Otto waved.

He clumped down the path to the Model T. His papa helped him into the truck bed where Mata climbed up beside him. Mama had brought one of the goosedown pillows from the house and put it under his cast. Mata clung to him as if he would float away. Papa started the truck and swung it in a wide half-circle to head out of town. Some of the buildings were decorated with flags and bunting for the upcoming Fourth of July celebration. Otto looked forward to the picnic and fireworks every year. No foot race for me this year, he thought.

Soon they were in the countryside, the fields on either side of them golden beneath the warm sun. Otto felt the breeze from their passage tousling his hair and, tired from lack of sleep the night before, fell into a surprisingly deep slumber and dreamed he was flying above those golden fields.



Chapter 2

Lessons: October, 1931

“Otto! Otto Kerchner!”

Someone was calling his name, it seemed from a long distance away. Otto was thinking hard about the design of a new airplane. He looked down at the paper on his desk where he had sketched a sleek silver monoplane with a huge radial engine. It would be called the Kerchner Model 	1 and it would be faster than anything in the skies.

“Otto! Stand and recite!”

Otto snapped out of his reverie. He was in school and being called on to recite by Miss Smith, his fifth grade teacher. She was a small hateful woman. All the kids at school said she hated children, and they wondered why she was a teacher. She had a particular dislike for the children of recent immigrants, and a special dislike for Otto. He didn’t know why.

He stood beside his desk, hearing snickers from the boys and giggles from the girls in his class from all the girls except for Betty Ross, the banker’s daughter. She liked Otto and was kind to him. He looked at her, and she smiled encouragingly.

“Otto!” snapped Miss Smith.

“Yes, ma’am?”

“Now that you have joined us in our class, tell me, please, what town and state you are in. If you can, that is.” More snickers and giggles.

“We live in Pioneer Lake, Wisconsin,” Otto recited mechanically.

“I’m so glad you know where you are, Otto. What are the principal crops of our little community?”

“Local farmers grow wheat, corn, potatoes, and other fruits and vegetables.”

“What else do they raise? You should know this!”

“Cows, both dairy and beef.”

“What month and year is this?”

“It is October, 1931.”

“And who is the President of the United States?”

“Herbert Hoover, ma’am.” How long would this go on? Otto knew the answer: far longer than he wanted it to, or until he missed a question.

“And what were you drawing at your desk just now?”

“An airplane.”

“Will you show it to us?”

Otto obligingly held up his drawing.

“And what were you supposed to be drawing, young man?”

“A map of Wisconsin.”

“I don’t recall Wisconsin looking like that. Do pay attention, Otto. I know you’re slow, but try to keep up. You may be seated.”

Otto took his seat, his cheeks burning. The boy in front of him had turned around when his inquisition began. He sneered at Otto, “Fly boy! Why don’t you fly off someplace else?”

Otto started to reply, but the only insults he could think of were in German, and he would be severely punished if Miss Smith heard him speaking German. He had come to first grade speaking only German, and had to repeat the year while he learned English. He wasn’t the only one: there were a number of children who spoke only German when they started school.

 

He pulled out another piece of paper and rapidly sketched an outline of Wisconsin. He penciled in tiny farm houses and barns here and there, drew in a few cows and rounds of cheese and for good measure, larger than any of the other little pictures, several airports complete with hangars, runways and little airplanes taking off and landing. He leaned back and studied his work. It pleased him and he smiled. Just then, a shadow fell across his desk. Miss Smith had sneaked up on and was glaring at him, holding her hand out. “Let me see your work, Otto.”

He obediently handed his map to her, hoping she would not tear it up. He wanted to show it to Mata.

“So this is what you think the primary industry of Wisconsin is, Otto? Airplanes?”

Otto couldn’t speak. The whole class turned around to stare at him, except for Betty who put her head down on her desk. Miss Smith turned to them.

“You may all go to recess, children—“and looking back at Otto—“You may stay here.”

Otto slumped in his seat as the class filed out, some of the boys making faces at him. Betty smiled slightly, and then he was alone with his teacher.

“Otto, how many times have I told you to stop wasting your time with airplanes?’

“But, Miss Smith, airplanes are the future…”

“But we’re not in the future, are we, Otto? We’re in the present, and in the present the airplane is a dangerous rich man’s toy that will never amount to anything. People travel by train. That’s the way to go! It’s fast, easy and economical.”

“Miss Smith, it’s faster to fly to the west coast than it is to take the train.”

“And do you know that most of that trip is by train?”

“But, Miss Smith…”

“No more from you, Otto. Your work is unacceptable.” She ripped his map to tiny shreds. “You may go to recess now.” She stood and glared at him as he slumped out of the room.

All the classes were outside in the October sunshine. Some of the girls jumped rope, played hopscotch or stood in little groups talking; the boys played tag or shot marbles in rings drawn in the dirt. Otto went over to one of the benches by the school and sat down and put his head in his hands. He became aware someone had sat beside him. He hoped it wasn’t one of the bigger boys who would beat him up. Again. He lifted his head and opened one eye. He saw a nimbus of golden hair and immediately smiled. “Betty!”

She smiled back. “Are you all right, Otto?”

“Yes, I’m fine. Miss Smith didn’t like my map. She tore it up.”

“I’m sorry.” She put a hand on his shoulder. “I don’t know why she singles you out.”

“I don’t either. She just doesn’t like me. She thinks I’m dumb. I’m not dumb, am I, Betty?”

Betty smiled at him. “No, you’re not dumb, Otto. You’re very smart. You know so much about airplanes, and…”

A small boy ran up to them, breathless. “Otto! Otto! Did you bring your airplane?” Otto sometimes brought rubber-powered models that he had built and flew them with some of the smaller boys, who chased them in the field behind the school.

Otto brightened. “Yes, it’s right here in my bag. Betty, would you excuse us while we go flying?”

“May I come?”

“Sure, if you want to. I didn’t know you were interested in airplanes.” 

“I think they’re so beautiful, like silver birds.”

Otto pulled out a silver replica of The Spirit of St. Louis about six inches long. He had figured out how to build it from pictures in a German-language magazine that his parents received. He didn’t have balsa wood and had no idea how to get any, so he cut thin slices of pine with his knife and assembled the tiny craft, powering it with some pieces of rubber he cut from an old inner tube. He figured out the airfoil from a book he got from the bookmobile about the Wright brothers and painted the model silver with some leftover shed paint. The craft was heavier than he would have liked, but it did fly after a fashion.

Otto and Betty and a cluster of smaller boys made their way to the field beside the recess area. Otto said to the boy who had come up to him, “Merle, you turn the prop while I hold the plane.”

Merle studiously turned the propeller with his index finger, his tongue stuck out in concentration. 

“Give it a hundred turns,” Otto instructed.

“I can’t count to a hundred,” Merle sighed.

“I’ll count for you,” Betty offered. “That’s nineteen, twenty…”

In a short while Merle had reached the required number of turns. Betty smiled at him. “I’ll help you with your numbers!”

“That would be great, Betty!”

Otto reached around and held the prop. “I got it, Merle. Now you guys stand back. We’re about to fly!”

He held the tiny aircraft over his head, pushing it forward and letting go of the propeller with one smooth motion. The miniature climbed in a long straight line, rising above the grass of the backfield, making a thin whir against the noise of the school at recess.

It rose to an altitude of perhaps 100 feet, a speck against the blue October sky. The prop stopped and the plane glided down in large lazy circles. The smaller boys took off in a herd toward the airplane, which touched down in the grass and nosed over.

Betty clapped her hands with delight. “Careful, guys!” shouted Otto. “Don’t run over it.”

One of the smallest boys—Otto thought his name was Johann—reached the plane first. He stooped down and carefully picked it up and then walked slowly back, the other boys grouped around him. He handed it gingerly to Otto.

“Can we do another flight?” Merle asked.

“Sure—” Otto started, but just then the bell rang to end recess. 

The smaller boys ran off to join their class lines, shouting, “Thanks, Otto! Thanks!”

Betty laughed lightly and she and Otto started walking toward the school. “You are so kind to those younger boys, Otto. I think that’s great.”

“They like airplanes, too. I’ve thought of starting a club, but I need a sponsor. I know Miss Smith wouldn’t sponsor us.”

“My father might. His bank helps all kinds of people, even since that awful crash a couple of years ago.”

Otto shook his head. “It has to be someone from the school. Thanks, though, Betty.”  The students started moving toward the school door, the boys dusting themselves off, the girls running their fingers through their hair. Betty and Otto stood.

“Otto?”

“Yes?”

“Promise me you’ll stay as sweet as you are now.”

“I’ll try, Betty, I’ll try.”

And they walked together into the school.

 



Chapter 3

A Change Comes to Pioneer Lake—August, 1934

Otto knew something was going on at the abandoned farm adjacent to theirs. On early spring mornings he could hear the sound of hammers drifting over the pastures. He wondered if someone was fixing up the old house and barn to start farming again. He wanted to go see what was happening but, as usual, he was tied to the round of chores necessary to keep a dairy herd of a hundred going. He sighed and lifted his bucket of feed, moving along the trough where the cattle stood expectantly. As much as he disliked farming, he had to admit that he liked the big, warm black and white Holsteins with their gentle eyes and huge tongues.

One hot Friday, his parents went to town as they habitually did, leaving him and Mata alone to do as they wished. She took her dolls out and set them up to have a tea party. Otto retrieved his Christmas bicycle from the shed. “I’m going to see what’s going on next door,” he called to Mata who, concentrating on arranging the tea cups, waved without looking up.

Otto pedaled down the dirt road from their farm to the recently paved main road. It wasn’t far to the next farm, and as he came to where the Taverner farm had been, he saw carpenters working on some large wooden frames. Over in the fields a man on a tractor was dragging a huge heavy-looking roller, flattening the grass and compacting the soil. Otto’s heart leaped when he realized he was seeing the construction of an airport, right next to where he lived! 

He rolled up to a large man holding a large piece of paper. “Excuse me, sir,” he ventured, “What are you building?”

The big man looked at him sideways. “It’s going to be an airport, son. The Pioneer Lake Airport. We’ll be done next month, and then you’ll see some planes coming in. Are you from around here?”

“Yessir, I live the next farm over.”

The man grunted and unrolled the paper, which Otto saw had the plans for a hangar and an office for the field.

Otto stayed for a couple of hours, sitting in the shade of a tree, watching the four carpenters clamber over the wooden frame, swiftly nailing the boards together with quick circling strokes. With the sun going down, he knew he had to get back. The carpenters gathered their tools and climbed into a pickup which had materialized, taking them off down the road. Otto pedaled quickly home, arriving minutes before his parents did.

He found Mata alone in her bedroom, reading one of those silly mysteries about a girl detective that she liked so much.

“Well, what did you find out?” she asked.

“They’re building an airport!”

She put down her book. “How exciting for you! Are there any airplanes there?”

Otto shook his head. “No, not yet. They’re constructing the hangar and an office.”

“Will big airplanes use it?” Otto had showed her articles about the Ford Trimotor and its use to transport passengers.

“No, just small airplanes. It will be what’s called a “Fixed-Base Operation” or an FBO. I wonder if I can get a job there.”

“You’re only fourteen. What could you do? And you have your chores.”

“I’ll think of something,” Otto muttered, lost in thought.

He went to his room and lay on the bed, looking past the airplane models hanging by threads from the ceiling. What to do…he could think of nothing…

“Otto! Feeding time! Mach schnell! Die Kühe won’t wait!”

Otto sighed and sat up. Stupid cows. He called, “Coming, father!”

Hans was halfway to the barn when Otto caught up with him. “Did you have a good trip to town, Father?” Otto asked.

Hans grunted and kept walking.

“Guess what they’re building on the Tavener Farm! An airport! Isn’t that exciting?”

Hans stopped, a frown on his face. “I suppose that will mean you will be chasing off over there instead of doing your work.” Their cows were walking slowly toward the barn.

“I will finish all my work before I go! Please let me! Please!”

Hans looked at the ground for a moment. “Well, only if you finish all your chores. We need everyone to work here or we will not make it. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Papa, I understand! Thank you! Thank you!” And they continued to the barn to feed the herd.

***

The next morning, Otto raced through his chores, finishing them far more quickly than he usually did. He pulled his bike from the shed and pedaled off furiously. He had a sack with a sausage and a boiled potato for his lunch. He was set until the afternoon. He rode up to the airport site to see that the hangar was about half done, as was the office building. He leaned his bike against a tree and sat down to watch the building. He had a small bottle of milk with him and opened that up and sipped on it while he watched. Better drink it before it gets hot, he thought.

He sat there watching the carpenters lift the lumber into place and hammer it in with sure strokes of their hammers. He had driven a few nails himself on the farm and missed as often as he hit. He might take twenty strokes to drive a nail home. These men tapped each nail and then gave it two powerful blows—WHAM! WHAM!—and the nail was in place. Otto supposed that they had special hammers and were driving into soft wood. The wood he had to nail into was old and weathered and about as hard as iron. Yes, that must be it. He would have to ask them about their tools.

The large man he had seen on his previous visit drove up in a green Model A Ford. He got out of the car with difficulty and walked over to the building. One of the carpenters clambered down and spoke to the large man. They smiled and nodded after a while and shook hands. The large man started toward his car and then stopped. He walked toward Otto.

Otto put down his milk bottle and stood up. He wondered if he were in trouble, but the man had a pleasant expression on his face.

“Hey, kid!” he shouted.

“Yessir?”

“You want to make some money?

“I sure would.” The only money Otto could lay his hands on was what his mama gave him from her egg money, a quarter each week. He spent that on airplane magazines when they went to town each Saturday for their shopping trip.

“I’ll pay you a quarter a day to pick up nails and get things for the carpenters.”

“That would be great, sir. I can only work about four hours a day since I have to do chores on our farm.”

“Well, make that fifteen cents a day, then. Fair?” he stuck out his hand.

Otto shook it. “Yessir, very fair.” He would be money ahead at that rate.

“Well, get to work—what’s your name?”

“Otto, sir, Otto Kerchner.”

“Oh, yes. I’m Mr. Wilson. Your father is Hans Kerchner, isn’t he?”

Otto nodded.

“I hear he has a fine dairy operation. I guess that’s what you help with.”

“Yessir.”

“Well, Otto Kerchner, get to work for me!” He turned and walked back to his car, crammed himself in, started it up and drove off. Otto was already pacing the perimeter of the barn, looking for dropped nails. He found quite a few.

He had an idea. He had a magnet at home. He would bring it, tie a string around it and drag it through the grass. That would collect the nails better, some of which were hidden in clumps of grass.

The carpenter he had seen talking with Mr. Wilson climbed down, went over to the base of the front wall, took a small paper bag and handed it to Otto. “Here you go, kid. Put the nails in here. When you’ve picked up as many as you can, go over to the lumber pile—“ he pointed to a stack of lumber covered with tar paper—“get a few of the timbers and bring them here and lean them against the wall so we can grab them without coming all the way down the ladder. Watch your head when you’re near the ladders. We have been known to drop a hammer or two.”

“Yessir, I will!” Otto exclaimed.

“Wilson will be back and pay you about four. What are you getting?”

“Fifteen cents a day.”

The carpenter pushed his hat back. “There are men in the city who would love to have that. Do a good job, kid, and we’ll see what happens.”

Otto circled the building, stopping occasionally to pick up a nail from the grass and dropping it in the bag. He knew there were more he couldn’t see. He thought he should bring a rake tomorrow to do a more thorough job. That and the magnet.

He got up all the nails he could see and set the bag at the bottom of one of the


























Chapter 4

Pioneer Lake Airport—September, 1934














































Chapter 5

High School Days—November, 1935






































































































Chapter 6

Hidden Talent—April, 1936
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Flight Lessons—May, 1936
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Solo—September, 1936
































Chapter 9

The End of High School—May, 1938































































































































Chapter 10

Good Fences Make Good Neighbors—July, 1938






































Chapter 11

Nazis and Spies—March, 1939























































































































Chapter 12

Adjustments—June, 1939
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War—September, 1939


































Chapter 14

Pitched Battles—1940










































































Chapter 15

Remember Pearl Harbor—December, 1941



















































































Chapter 16

Last Days—March, 1942














































































































Chapter 17

Basic—late March, 1942
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Advanced Basic—June, 1942
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Primary Flight Training—September, 1942






































Chapter 20

Basic Flight training—December, 1942
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Advanced Flight Training—March, 1943
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Champaign-Urbana—June, 1943

























































Chapter 23

Intermezzo—July, 1943






















Chapter 24

Across the Pond—August, 1943






































































Chapter 25

Set to Go—Mid-September, 1943
































































































Chapter 26

First Blood—Late September, 1943
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Sweet Alice—Early October 








































































































































































Chapter 28

Building Time—Early February, 1944







































Chapter 28

Day In and Day Out—Late February, 1944































Chapter 29

Come Live with Me and Be My Love—Mid-March, 1944







































































































Chapter 30

Mission 23: 0603 hours Zulu, Late March, 1944














































Chapter 31

Into the Mix—1027 hours Zulu













































































Chapter 32

Falling Fast—1227 hours Zulu
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The White Room




























Chapter 34

The Burn Unit—April, 1944









































































Chapter 35

Conversations—April 8, 1944


























































































































































































Chapter 36

May 15, 1944

Don’t Sit Under the Apple Tree with Anyone Else But Me









































































































Chapter 37

Going Home—Late July, 1944


















































































Chapter 38

Fall and Winter—1944-45












































































Chapter 39

A Letter Arrives—February, 1945
























Chapter 40

A Chance Encounter—early March, 1945

































































Chapter 41

Teach Me Tonight—Late March, 1945














































































































































Chapter 42

Unexpected News—Early April, 1945











































Chapter 43

Life Goes On—May, 1945











































































































































Chapter 44

War’s End—August, 1945












Chapter 45

Northwest Airlines—November, 1945
























































Chapter 46

Serendipity—January, 1946




























































Chapter 47

M & M Airlines—June, 1946















































































Chapter 48

On the Wings of Eagles—December 14, 1946



































Chapter 49

Flying—December, 1946
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