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  Prologue

February 7, 1943


It was calm and quiet. Almost too calm and quiet; relaxing, even. The vast stretch of ocean below seemed endless, a slate-gray mirror blending seamlessly with the sky. From his seat behind the co-pilot, Paul looked up from monitoring the radio to glance over his shoulder at the seemingly boundless interior of the C-87 transport aircraft, filled only with the steady hum of the engines. Well, not just the hum; there was also cargo and a handful of military personnel strapped in among the crates and supplies. 
He felt the familiar rhythm of flight beneath his feet, a deep drone that usually brought comfort on these long routes across the Pacific. But his training was always there, a steady reminder in the back of his mind. One could easily be lulled into passivity—a dangerous state in a place where constant awareness was vital. In reality, there was always something to do: checking equipment, monitoring radio frequencies, getting updates from the navigator. Flying long-haul missions demanded discipline, even on a calm day like this.
There was something about being in the large aircraft on these long trips that Paul found captivating. To some, the endless hours in the sky might seem monotonous, even dull. But to Paul, even the way the airplane worked—how it cut through the sky, lifted, and carried them across oceans—fascinated him. The thought that he, the crew, and this great aircraft were part of something larger than themselves filled him with a quiet pride. They weren’t on the front lines, dodging enemy fire, but their mission was no less critical.
Paul loved flying and loved operating the radio. There was almost nowhere else he’d rather be. Almost. Just another couple of weeks, then he would be back home. Back to his new wife, new family, new life. He couldn’t wait; THAT was where he really wanted to be, more than anything else. His mind drifted.
They had been married only a short time, but when they were together, it felt like, well, everything was just … right. He remembered the moment he said goodbye to leave on this trip. That moment—walking away, turning back, and seeing her wave—was burned into his memory like a photograph. 
Once again, he felt the vibration of the engines, the subtle sense of movement.
But then, a faint shift. A slight roll to the left. They were supposed to be starting their final approach on this leg of the trip, though it seemed strange to begin a turn way out here in the middle of nowhere. Still, this crew was top-notch. Relax, he told himself. Whatever it was, everyone here could do their job in their sleep.
Then, a little more of a roll. He again dismissed it—probably just the ocean’s wind or an air current. It felt strange, like the moment an elevator starts its downward motion, but also a little bit sideways, tilting. Nothing to worry about, though. But when the angle held, Joe twisted in his seat, just enough for their eyes to meet.  
His expression was tense, gaze shifting quickly between Paul and Chuck, lingering there with a flicker of something Paul couldn’t quite put his finger on—worry, maybe, or something closer to fear. The unspoken question lingered between them, a moment of hesitation as the roll continued, almost like the aircraft had suddenly lost balance. 
Something didn’t feel right. The plane’s gradual descent should have been controlled and steady. Instead, Paul felt the unmistakable pull of gravity in his gut, like the floor beneath him was tilting slightly forward. 
A voice from the cockpit cut through the hum. “Full flaps,” the pilot ordered, his tone clipped. Paul froze, his stomach twisting. Flaps this far out didn’t make sense—not at this altitude.
Something was dreadfully wrong. They shouldn’t be rolling like this.
A quick glance at Joe revealed thinly veiled terror his eyes, while his hands lingered above the controls with a split-second hesitation that shouldn’t have been there. As a strong sinking feeling grew in the pit of his stomach and a shot of adrenaline raced through his body, Paul’s hands started shaking.
He gripped the arms of his seat tighter as the plane rolled again, steeper this time. His heart thudded against his ribs as a cold sweat broke out along his neck. The altimeter reading, visible for just a second as Joe adjusted the controls, caught Paul’s eye—far too low. Was that right? A barely audible mutter from Joe reached his ears. “That can’t be right.” 
Paul turned back to the radio.
“ATC-903, calling Canton tower,” he began, his voice steady despite the tremor in his fingers as they hovered over the radio. Silence. Static crackled in his headphones, its sharp hiss overpowering. Paul tightened his grip on the radio console, his knuckles white. 
He froze for a moment, his hand pausing over the transmitter. The pitch of the engines had shifted, a faint whine over the steady drone. Now he knew that didn’t sound right.
“Joe,” he called over the intercom, his voice tight, “are we losing altitude?”
Joe’s reply was clipped, tense. “Working on it. Stand by.”
Paul’s gut twisted. He adjusted the frequency knob on the receiver, his fingers moving on autopilot as he scanned for a clearer line to Canton Tower.
“Canton Tower, this is ATC-903, come in, over!” His voice wavered, but he forced it steady. A hiss of static filled his headphones, grating against his nerves. Paul muttered a curse under his breath—something he rarely did. The weight of the situation pressed down on him. 
He flicked a quick glance at the instrument panel, straining to read the altimeter, but Joe’s frame blocked his view. Joe was gesturing frantically toward Chuck, his movements sharp and urgent.
Chuck’s hands gripped the yoke, knuckles white, his body rigid as he fought against the shifting plane. Joe leaned closer to the controls, his fingers darting over dials and switches in what looked like a desperate effort to stabilize the plane. Paul couldn’t make out exactly what Joe was adjusting—the controlled chaos in the cockpit was palpable.
Think, Paul. You can’t fix the engines, but you can keep the lines of communication open. Realizing that the rough flight may have loosened the antenna coupler, he began to adjust it with sharp, practiced motions. The static softened and his heart jumped as he heard a faint voice over his headphones.
Before he could respond, the plane rolled sharply to the left. The sudden jolt slammed him against his harness, his head snapping into the bulkhead. He barely registered the pain, his instincts screaming louder than any physical sensation. His first thought was to shout over the intercom for Chuck to stabilize, but he held back. They were doing everything they could. He had to trust them.
Then, without warning, the plane pitched sharply forward, the nose dropping fast. Gravity wrenched Paul forward in his seat, his stomach lurching with the sudden descent. “Chuck, straighten out! Pull up!” he heard Joe shout over the intercom.
The sound around him changed again—the engines strained, their hum turning into a frantic wail as the aircraft plunged into a steep descent. Paul stole a glance back. The officers sat rigid, jaws clenched, hands gripping armrests or resting tensely on their thighs. No one said a word, but their eyes spoke volumes. Paul’s fingers shook as he hit the radio again, his voice tight with urgency. “ATC-903, Canton tower … Mayday, Mayday!”
Paul glanced toward the cockpit again, drawn by an instinct he couldn’t name. In a fleeting moment that felt stretched into eternity, Paul saw something that struck him to his core. Joe had leaned toward Chuck, his left hand gripping the pilot’s shoulder. For a fraction of a second, Paul thought he saw Joe mouth something—words he couldn’t hear but that carried an undeniable weight. Then the moment was gone.
Control was slipping away, and Paul could feel it in every nerve. The last-minute news that he had received before the trip replayed in his mind and he felt a surge of emotion. The ocean rose up to meet them, a slate-gray expanse, vast and unyielding. In that split second, it dawned on him: they were in an unavoidable descent, a final tilt that would lead only into the ocean below. He said a prayer: Lord, if this is my end,  hold me fast. Be with Alta. Let her know how much I love her. 
The ocean received him. Silence.
Alta.






  
  Chapter one
Mather Field - August 1942


“You lost?” 
Runways stretched out in every direction, wide and dusty, lined with rows of military trucks, crates, and soldiers moving with brisk precision. The familiar hum of engines filled the air. Yet it felt different here. More purposeful, even urgent.
He felt slightly out of his element; this was no commercial airport. Here, there were no passengers in neat rows, no bustling civilian crowds. Instead, he saw men in uniform, each with the same hard set to their jaw and determination in their gaze. Some appeared fresh, like him, while others had the seasoned, weary look of men accustomed to the weight of duty.
Paul adjusted his cap and took a deep breath, catching the scent of fuel mixed with dry California dust. This wasn’t where he’d imagined himself months ago, but here he was—and he was ready. Or at least he hoped he was. As he scanned the distant runways, a flicker of doubt crept in. Had he made the right decision? His gaze shifted briefly to the sky, and for a moment, his thoughts drifted back to home, to her, waiting for him.  
He’d made a promise, after all.
He squinted against the bright sun. He was supposed to report to the operations building for check-in, but the layout of Mather Field was a maze of identical hangars and runways. His eyes drifted to the horizon, where the faint shimmer of heat waves blurred the edges of the base. He sighed. Maybe he was lost.
“Hey, Mac!”
Paul spun around, startled out of his reverie—he hadn’t noticed someone standing behind him. The man trying to get his attention was a young officer in his early twenties, tall and broad-shouldered, with a casual yet confident stance. Sun-bleached hair was tucked neatly under his cap, and a smirk played at the corner of his mouth, lending him an easygoing, slightly mischievous look. His eyes, light green and almost hazel, held a glint of energy that hinted at an unspent drive. Everything about him—from his rolled-up sleeves, revealing tanned forearms, to the way he leaned in with a relaxed air—gave the impression of a man who’d rather be outside and active than confined to a briefing room.
“Are you lost?”
“Uh, I’m not sure,” Paul replied.
“Well, do you know where you are?”
“Of course I know where I am.”
“That’s a good start. Then do you know where you’re going?”
“Not particularly,” Paul admitted.
“Well then you’re lost.”
“Thanks a lot, Joe,” Paul said, raising an eyebrow and giving his trademark one-sided smile. “But that’s not terribly helpful.”
“Have we met before?” the officer asked.
“I don’t think so. I just got here.”
“You called me ‘Joe.’”
“Just a figure of speech, I guess. And you are?”
“The name’s Joe Mitchell.”
“Like the airplane.”
Joe let out a hearty “Ha!” and turned to an invisible audience, pointing his thumb back to Paul, “I like this guy.” Turning back, he said, “Yes, like the airplane.”
Paul held out his hand, “Paul Carlson.”
Joe shook it with a firm grip, his grin unwavering.
“Good to meet you, Paul. So, what brings you to sunny California, out here in the dust? You don’t look like the type who makes a habit of running around military bases.”
Paul chuckled. “You got that right, Joe. Commercial radio operator for United Air Lines, actually.”
Joe whistled, impressed. “United, huh? You’ve got me beat. I was branding horses and fixin’ fences before all this.”
“So, what brings you to Mather Field?” Paul asked, raising an eyebrow.
Joe shrugged, his casual demeanor intact. “Well, apparently, I’m supposed to be a co-pilot. Not exactly what I had in mind, but I figure if the Army Air Corps thinks I can do it, who am I to argue? Something about aptitude tests, spatial awareness, eye-hand coordination, and all that jazz.”
Paul studied him. Despite Joe’s laid-back manner and obvious sense of humor, he exuded determination. He had the look of a seasoned officer, like he’d been here for weeks, maybe even months.  
“Well, you seem like you know this place. How long have you been around these parts?”
Joe chuckled a little sheepishly. “Got here yesterday. Just enough time to figure out where the mess hall is and take a few wrong turns. I think there was this major I bumped into yesterday. He may still be a little mad at me. Something about a coffee stain on his shirt.”
“Yesterday? You could have fooled me,” Paul said with a smirk. “Here I was, thinking you were an old hand at this.”
“That’s the plan, Mac. You know: Act like you know what you’re doing,” Joe replied with a wink. He leaned in a bit, lowering his voice. “Honestly, we’re all in the same boat here. This Air Transport Command is a pretty new thing. Everyone is trying to figure things out. Orientation’s tomorrow for all us new fellas. Guess you’re stuck with me for now.”
Paul felt a mix of relief and amusement. “Good to know. I wouldn’t want to be the only one trying to figure things out.”
“So, I assume you’ll be continuing the radio operator role here?” Joe asked, genuinely curious.
“That’s right. I have some experience under my belt, so I thought this was a natural fit.  Radios and airplanes, two great things that go great together,” Paul replied, feeling a surge of pride. “From what I’ve heard, there’s a ton of supplies to move, and not enough hands to do it. Feels like an important role to fill.”
“Oh, I’d say so,” Joe replied, nodding. “I guess you’ll handle the airwaves, and I’ll just try to keep us from falling out of the sky. Between the two of us, I think we’ll do alright.”
Paul shrugged, his one-sided smile reappearing. “You make it sound too easy. But hey, who am I to argue?”
“Well, whaddya say I show you around a bit? I can show you the mess hall, and maybe even introduce you to that major.”
“Joe, I think I’ll take you up on that—although I think I’ll pass on the major.”
“Good thinking. Let’s grab some chow,” Joe said, clapping Paul on the back. 
“Lead the way, partner,” Paul replied, following with a grin.

      ***“So I guess this is the first, official briefing at Mather Field for us,” Paul said, taking a seat near the back of the crowded room.
Rows of folding chairs filled the space, occupied by men murmuring in low tones. Up front stood a podium beside a large chalkboard, scribbled with flight routes and notes. The air was thick with anticipation—and with a few other things. A window or two needed to be opened. 
As more people filed in, Joe leaned over casually. “Hey, before things get rolling, take a gander at this!” He pulled a worn photograph from his shirt pocket and handed it to Paul. “Take a look at her!”
Paul examined the picture, admiring the long hair and muscular curves. “She’s a beauty!” he exclaimed, perhaps a bit louder than intended.
At that moment, the room fell silent as a stern-looking captain stepped up to the podium. His sharp gaze zeroed in on Paul and Joe at the back.
“What in the Sam Hill is going on back there? Is that a picture of your sweetheart you’re sharing with the whole class?”
Joe stood up quickly, unfazed, holding the picture in his hand. “Well, sir, not exactly.”
“Care to explain yourself …” The captain squinted at Joe.
“Mitchell, Lieutenant Joe Mitchell.”
“Care to explain yourself, Mitchell?”
Joe lifted his chin. “Sir, it’s a photo of my horse, Sage. The best quarter horse in all of Colorado,” Joe replied with unabashed pride.
A ripple of laughter spread through the room. The captain raised an eyebrow. “Well, sounds like we’ve got ourselves a real cowboy. Planning to ride her into the Pacific Theater, are you, lieutenant?”
Joe grinned. “Only if there’s room on the plane, sir.”
The captain allowed a brief chuckle. “Take your seat, Cowboy. And the rest of you, pay attention.”
As the captain prepared to launch into his briefing, Paul glanced at Joe, who seemed pleased despite the reprimand. Paul nudged him with a grin.
“Looks like ‘Cowboy’ is going to stick,” Paul said with a smirk.
Joe shrugged. “Could be worse. At least they know who I am.”
Paul chuckled. “Giddy up, Cowboy. Guess we’d better pay attention.”
The captain cleared his throat, his eye sweeping across the room as he began. “Gentlemen, welcome to Mather Field and Air Transport Command. If any of you came here looking for the glamor of fighter planes or the glory of bomber squadrons, let me set you straight. The ATC may not make the front page, but our work is no less vital to winning this war.”
A murmur of acknowledgment passed through the rows.
“Our mission,” he continued, “is logistics. We move troops, equipment, medical supplies, rations, ammunition—everything the front lines need to keep going. The manufacturing machine of the United States is in overdrive. American factories are producing equipment at rates unimaginable before the war. Production alone isn’t enough; we have to get everything where it’s needed most. This is where we come in.”
The captain’s demeanor seemed to get even more serious at this point. Paul stole a quick glance at Joe, who seemed immersed in the captain’s lecture.
“Let me tell you, fellas,” he said, pausing to scan the room, “the Pacific Theater isn’t forgiving. It’s long stretches of ocean, unpredictable weather, and limited support. Every flight is a test of endurance, skill, and teamwork.”
Out of the corner of his eye, Paul saw Joe give a subtle nod, as if steeling himself for the challenge.
The captain continued. “In the coming weeks, you’ll be trained in every aspect of Air Transport Command operations. Navigation. Radio protocols. Emergency procedures. For some of you, these skills may be familiar; for others, it’ll be a steep learning curve. But by the end,” he continued, “you’ll know how to handle anything this job throws at you. And make no mistake, it will throw a lot at you.”
He paused, letting the gravity of his words settle around the room.
“Many of you will be responsible for long-haul flights, carrying payloads that can’t be delayed or diverted. You’ll face conditions that demand precision and discipline. A mistake out there isn’t just a mistake—it’s life or death, for both you and the mission.”
The captain’s gaze softened just slightly as he continued. “If you have questions, ask them. If you have doubts, work through them. Now is the time. This is where we build the backbone of our forces. You’re here because you’re needed. And when you’re in the air, remember: It’s not about medals or recognition, it’s about getting the job done.” 
He scanned the room, giving the men a moment to process. “Are there any questions?”
An officer in the center of the room stood, clearing his throat. “Sir, I noticed we have both Army officers and civilians here. What are the roles of each? How do we work together? And who’s in charge during a flight?”
The captain’s gaze settled on the officer. “And you are?”
“First Lieutenant Charlie Carter, sir,” the man replied, standing at attention.
The captain nodded. “That’s a great question, Lieutenant Carter,” he replied, nodding. “There will be a mixture of Army Air Corps officers and civilian personnel on each flight. Make no mistake, you’ll work together as a team, both in training and on missions.”
He paused, letting the men take in the information.
“The Army Air Corps doesn’t have enough personnel to cover all the flights needed to move our supplies and troops. United Air Lines has won the contract to operate with us in the Pacific Theater, providing skilled and trained personnel for the effort.”
“For most flights, the captain will be a first or second lieutenant from the Army Air Corps. He’s in charge, just like on any flight. The co-pilot could be another Army officer, likely a second lieutenant, or a United Air Lines pilot. Navigators may be either Army or civilian.” He paused briefly, then continued, “The Army is particularly short on skilled radio operators, so all flight radio operators will be United Air Lines contractors. Any additional crew members, such as mechanics or support, will also come from the commercial carrier’s trained personnel.”
There were several nods and murmurs of acknowledgment around the room. Satisfied, the captain continued, “Any other questions?”
Silence settled over the rows of men, each man’s eyes a little glazed, shoulders sagging under the weight of hours spent in stiff chairs. But the captain wasn’t done.
“Good,” he said, flipping through a stack of notes on the podium. “Then let’s keep moving.” Paul stifled a sigh, exchanging a weary glance with Joe. They were in for a long day.

      ***Low, weary voices buzzed through the mess hall, broken by the clatter of trays and utensils. After eight straight hours in the briefing room, Paul’s head throbbed with the captain’s words, still echoing like a distant radio signal. His back ached as he sank onto the bench, every muscle stiff. His mind was packed to the brim.
He slouched over his tray, pushing around lukewarm potatoes while Joe barely lifted his fork across from him. “If every day’s like this,” Joe mumbled, stifling a yawn, “I might not make it to our first mission.” He looked up at Paul, adding, “And didn’t your mother ever tell you not to slouch?”
“All the time.” Paul chuckled, feeling the exhaustion in his bones. “I think they’re testing our limits,” he replied, attempting another bite of the overcooked meatloaf. “If we can survive the briefing room, maybe we can survive anything.”
The two sat in silence, the fatigue settling around them, until a figure loomed over their table. Paul glanced up, blinking as he recognized the officer from earlier—the one who’d asked the question about Army and civilian roles. Chuck Carter.
“Mind if I join you two?” Chuck asked, holding his tray steady despite his weary eyes.
“Hey! What’s up, Chuck?” Cowboy managed to get out.
“Very funny, like I’ve never heard that one before.”
“Oldie but a moldy,” Joe shot back with a grin.
“Take the last seat,” Paul said, motioning to the empty spot beside him. 
Chuck set down his tray and took a seat. Average in height and lean, he had a close-cropped head of brown hair that added to his efficient, no-nonsense look. A precise mustache lined his upper lip, giving his angular face a stern but polished look. His expression was cordial enough, though he held himself with the quiet reserve of someone more comfortable with structure than with small talk.
“You guys holding up after all that?” he asked, giving them a nod.
Joe snorted. “Barely. They should have handed out pillows instead of notes.”
Chuck cracked a smile, a flash of white teeth. “Gotta love it!”
“Hey, fellas,” Paul said, “how about a quick prayer before we really get started with our meal?”
Joe quickly looked up, pleasantly surprised. “I’d be happy to pray with you. Chuck?”
“You fellas knock yourselves out,” Chuck said with a shrug. “I’m gonna dig in.”
Paul began to pray. “Heavenly Father, you are Lord of all. We praise you for your name and we praise you for who you are. Lord, we ask for safety and guidance for all here. Please help us to serve to the best of our ability, but only with your help. Lord, we thank you for this food placed before us. We ask you to bless it for our use, and us to your service. And make us ever mindful of the needs of others. In Jesus’s name, amen.”
“Thanks for that, Paul,” said Joe. “I appreciate that.”
Chuck smirked, shaking his head as he took a bite of his meal. “Not sure why you guys feel the need to waste your time on things like that. There are more important things to worry about. Things you can actually see.”
“You’re wrong about that, Chuck.” Joe replied, his tone firm and even. “That’s the most important thing to worry about. Actually, ‘worry about’ is not the correct phrase. I’m not worried about it. It’s the most important thing to focus on. God, our relationship with Him—it’s the foundation of everything.”
Chuck squinted his eyes, “Aren’t you afraid of what people think, carrying on like that about your invisible friend in front of everyone?”
Paul leaned forward slightly, meeting Chuck’s gaze. “I don’t fear what people think, Chuck. I fear God, not man.”
“Well, that’s just peachy. I rely on myself—my abilities and what I can see and touch.”
The atmosphere grew tense, and Paul decided to change the subject. “So,” he ventured, “what got you into flying?”
Chuck’s gaze shifted slightly, his eyes distant for a moment. “Always wanted it,” he said, his tone quieter. “I grew up idolizing Lindbergh. Thought maybe I’d be the next one to fly across the ocean someday. Got my engineering degree, joined up with the Army Air Corps, and logged a few months on assignments out east before they transferred me here.”
Paul raised an eyebrow. “So you’re not fresh out of school then?”
Chuck shook his head. “Not exactly. I started out as a second lieutenant, running training exercises and clocking flight hours in B-25s. Nothing too fancy, but enough to get promoted.” He paused, glancing down at his tray with a hint of a wry smile. “Guess the brass figured I’d be useful over here in transport.”
Joe looked impressed. “Guess we’ve got ourselves a real ace over here,” he said, nudging Paul.
Chuck’s smile was faint, his face betraying just a hint of weariness. “I’ll take ‘ace’ when I’ve earned it,” he replied. “For now, just trying to learn the ropes like everyone else.”
“So, what was it like to fly a B-25, Chuck?” Joe asked.
“Those aircraft are more maneuverable than you would think. I enjoyed my time in the B-25 cockpit, it was a pretty fun plane to fly.” Chuck responded, with a hint of nostalgia. “Noisy, though. Almost as noisy as another Mitchell I know,” he said, turning toward Joe.
“Chuck, I’m touched. I didn’t think you’d noticed. I also didn’t think you had that in you. My respect for you has just grown—a very little bit.”
They fell into a comfortable silence, each focusing on their trays and grateful for the reprieve from lectures, thinking ahead to the long days that lay before them.

      ***After dinner, a group of men lingered just outside the mess hall, their voices mixing with the buzz of crickets and the rustle of dry grass swaying in the warm evening breeze. The air smelled faintly of sagebrush from the surrounding fields. For a moment, the weight of the day—briefings, drills, an overwhelming flood of new procedures—seemed to lift, if only slightly.
The conversations drifted, touching on hometowns, homesickness, and the sweethearts they’d left behind. It wasn’t late, but the day had been exhausting—physically, mentally, and even emotionally.
Paul stretched, adjusting his cap. “I’ll think I’m going to hit the hay. I suspect we’ve got another long one tomorrow.”
As a civilian, he wasn’t required to stay on base, but he had decided early on that he would. One reason was camaraderie—these were the men he’d be flying with, after all. The other reason was more practical. He’d heard rumors about quiet resentment from the military personnel toward civilians, especially by officers, who were required to stay on base while civilians could come and go. Paul didn’t want to be seen as an outsider.  
The Army had also realized this problem of resentment by Army officers, so the decision was made that civilians were to wear Army uniforms. Paul didn’t mind—it helped him to blend in, to feel like part of the team.
“Yeah, me too,” Joe agreed, rolling his shoulders. “At least everything’s in walking distance here. Heck, we can walk to work or carry our lunch.”
Paul blinked, processing the comment. It took a second, but then he got it. Somewhat humorous, he supposed. Joe had a way of saying things that didn’t always make perfect sense at first. Maybe that came from spending so much time on the ranch with Sage, where words didn’t have to be precise. But even Joe’s offhand remarks added to his charm.
Paul chuckled quietly, shaking his head. Before he could respond, he noticed Chuck shifting slightly in his peripheral vision. His hands were stuffed deep in his pockets, his posture unusually stiff.
“I think I might swing by the officers’ club,” he said, almost as if testing the idea out loud.
Joe raised an eyebrow. “Suit yourself, but don’t be late tomorrow. El Capitan might give you an earful.”
Chuck’s jaw tightened slightly as he glanced toward Joe, his voice carrying a faint edge. “Don’t worry about me. I can take care of myself.”
Paul caught the tension but said nothing, breaking the moment with a nod. “Alright then. Night, Chuck.”
“Good night,” Joe added, his tone light.
Chuck gave a small wave as he turned on his heel, heading toward the officers’ club. Paul and Joe lingered a moment longer, watching as he walked away. Neither spoke, but Paul caught the brief furrow in Joe’s brow, as if some unspoken concern had taken root.
They turned and began walking toward the barracks, the day’s exhaustion pressing down on them like a weighted blanket. It was surprising how draining a day filled with briefings and classroom instruction could be. Paul wondered if the other men were feeling as overwhelmed as he was.
In the next few weeks, he knew he’d have to get everything straight in his head. Most of the technical radio knowledge was second nature to him, but the military procedures were another story. And flying long-haul missions across vast stretches of open ocean—that part made his stomach twist a little. The captain running orientation had made it sound daunting.
But he would manage. He had to.
Training here at Mather would be quick and intense. By fall, they’d be flying real missions. Paul was excited, yet also a little nervous. But he figured once they got past the early stages, the nerves would settle.
Pausing outside the barracks, he took a deep breath, letting the night air cool his face, the smell of dust and grass grounding him in the moment. For a second, he thought of Alta—how she was probably already in bed and asleep, as he was hoping to be very soon. 
He exhaled slowly, then stepped inside, ready for the few short hours of sleep before it all began again.

      ***Paul climbed into his bunk and sat with his pillow propped up behind him, feeling the day’s fatigue as he sank into the mattress. The quarters were quiet, save for the murmur of voices drifting from down the hall and the occasional creak of a nearby bed frame. The air carried the faint scent of floor polish and metal, the ever-present tang of the barracks mingling with the lingering sharpness of ink and paper from his notes. He stretched his legs out, letting the stiffness in his back ease, but the tension of the day still clung to him.
Leaning against the wall, he exhaled slowly, his thoughts drifting. He had spent the day immersed in briefings and training sessions, but now, in the quiet solitude of the barracks, he let himself reflect—not just on the day, but on how he had ended up here.
Stromsburg, Nebraska. The family farm. The three eighties of land where he had spent his boyhood exploring, working, and wondering about what lay beyond the fields. He had loved the openness, the space to roam, but as he grew older, he had known he wanted something different. His mild asthma had made the summers on the farm difficult enough, but more than that, he had been drawn to things beyond farming: radios, airplanes, the hum of signals carrying voices across the airwaves.
And then Evelyn. His sister’s illness had been a cruel reminder of how quickly life could change. Sixteen years old, full of dreams, and then gone. After that, he had promised himself that he would seize opportunities when they came, that he wouldn’t let life slip by without reaching for something more.
That promise led him to radio and aviation classes, and then carried him to Omaha, where he opened up a small radio repair shop. There he could tinker and make a living doing something he loved. And then, United Air Lines. From there, the path to Air Transport Command had fallen into place almost naturally. But as much as he had worked for this, as much as he believed in the importance of what he was doing, it didn’t stop the ache of missing home—missing her.
His gaze drifted to his footlocker, where he kept her letters. He didn’t need to read them again, he knew them almost by heart, but he reached under his pillow anyway, pulling out the latest one. The paper was soft from the number of times he had unfolded and refolded it, a physical connection to the words inside: “Last night I was talking with the family about us and got so lonesome for you …” 
Paul smiled, running his thumb along the crease of the letter. He could picture her, could hear the way she would have said it—gently, like a confession whispered just to him. She had written about showing off her engagement ring, about her family’s approval. He told himself he had nothing to worry about, but still, the thought lingered. These were the people she loved, the ones she trusted the most. Would they see in him what she did? Would he be enough?
He sighed, shaking his head. Of course she thinks so, he reminded himself. She chose you.
The weight of the day settled more comfortably around him, shifting as he let himself sink into the memory of her. He thought of her laugh, of the way her eyes crinkled when she teased him. The way she had looked at him the first time they met, something unspoken passing between them, something that had changed everything.
He exhaled deeply, closing his eyes. The bunkhouse, the regimented life, the training—all of it faded away, leaving only the warmth of her presence in his mind. The whisper of longing remained, but it no longer felt heavy—it was a tether, something steady to hold onto in the midst of the unknown.
Tomorrow, he would wake up before dawn. Another day of lectures, of training, of preparing for whatever lay ahead. But tonight, he had his memories.
Alta.
The thought of her carried him beyond the weariness, past the uncertainty. He let the memory take him back to that moment—the moment the world had shifted. And with that, he drifted into sleep.






  
  Chapter two
Cleveland Airport - January 1941


Everything happens for a reason. There is no coincidence. There is no luck. Most people who talk about “luck” or “coincidence” misunderstand the bigger picture. Sure, there’s probability, but that’s not what they mean. Paul would never say, “That is one lucky S.O.B.” For one thing, he didn’t really like speaking in that manner. For another, the “S.O.B.” in question wasn’t really “lucky” at all. He was fortunate. Opportunistic. More often than not, he was blessed. 
Paul was blessed. He had been in Cleveland at the right time, in the right place. Everything that happened, everything that mattered, had started there.

      ***“Glenn Miller? Seriously. Glenn Miller?”
“Sure. What’s wrong with Glenn Miller?” Paul couldn’t believe what he was hearing. What was wrong with Glenn Miller?
“All I’m tryin’ to say is that you need to expand your horizon a bit. Everyone likes Glenn Miller. Don’t follow the crowd. Try something different. Like Harry James.”
Paul raised an eyebrow. “Harry James? You mean the guy who never met a trumpet solo he didn’t like? Sure, he’s good, but give me something I can tap my foot to.”
His companion leaned back, smirking. “Miller’s stuff is fine if you like your jazz watered down and served with a side of tapioca. Harry’s got soul. You hear his ‘You Made Me Love You’? That’s not just music; that’s feeling.”
“Feeling?” Paul shot back. “I’ll

      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
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