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Major Charlotte 'Charley' Hayes watched the
sunrise in the most beautiful place she'd ever seen as she dressed
in her drab, olive green colored utility uniform which was her
daily work uniform. She was serving in the Women's Army Air Corps
as the commanding officer for the Thirteenth Army Air Force Service
Squadron, a fancy term for maintenance and airplane repair group.
Her squadron was an all-female service squadron assigned to an Army
Air Force Fighter Squadron stationed at NAS Ford Island which is
how she wound up in Pearl Harbor. Basically, her job was leading a
group of young women that repaired and serviced anything and
everything mechanical in the Fighter Squadron they were assigned
to.

She waited until the last minute to put the
jacket on over her khaki colored t-shirt knowing the October
Hawaiian sun was already beating down. She sipped the last of her
black coffee, put her garrison cap on over her short, curly brown
hair, and rushed out the door of Army Officer's Quarters, an old
building that doubled as the barracks for her squadron.

She'd been there for close to four months
and still wasn't used to the mixture of searing heat and cool ocean
breeze. The dull squawk of seagulls flying overhead made her look
up at the bright blue, cloudless sky and smile. Off in the distance
she could see the mainland bustling with activity, and on the
opposite side of the island Battleship Row was full of large
dark-gray Navy ships casually anchored and bobbing up and down in
the clear harbor water. The entire island felt as if there wasn't a
care in the world.

Charley took her role as an Army Officer
very seriously, demanding the same respect as any other officer
male or female, but working at Pearl Harbor could loosen the
tightest collar, and she'd learned to relax a bit and enjoy the
beautiful scenery. The Fighter Squadron kept her squadron very
busy, often times working on fighter plane repairs and handling
maintenance schedules along with maintaining the unit's trucks and
Jeeps.

She'd loved being a mechanic ever since she
was a little girl when her dad had taught her about tools and the
way machines worked. When she'd gotten a little older he began
teaching her about planes. He'd taken her to the base with him on
his days off to show her the planes he flew on and worked with
everyday. She'd developed a love for planes and spent her teenage
years working on the neighbor's old crop duster in exchange for
laundry duties. The old man next door had been a widower and
Charley would do his laundry for him and he would let her tinker
with his plane. He tried to teach her how to fly it one year and
she crashed it into the barn. After that she stayed on the ground.
When she graduated from high school, Charley got a job working with
her uncle at his small auto repair shop despite her mother's
disapproval. Charley's uncle taught her how to work on the cars and
trucks he serviced daily and after a few months she had become one
of his best mechanics. Over the next few years, in her spare time,
Charley would work on other crop dusters and biplanes that were
owned by friends of her neighbor. They had gladly accepted the free
labor and allowed her to service their planes.

Charley had enjoyed working with her uncle,
but she loved working on planes more and in 1940, the only place to
have a career doing what she loved was in the military, so she'd
joined and had gone through the four weeks of boot camp right away.
When she had taken the aptitude test, the instructors were
impressed by her answer choices and she had been permitted to go to
Officer Candidate School. After twelve weeks of learning how to be
an Army Air Force Officer, she had begun her mechanics training.
When the Colonel of the mechanics school realized how much Charley
already knew, she'd quickly been promoted up the ranks and by the
end of the year she was commanding her own squadron of female
mechanics. After only a few different posts, she'd been surprised
when she was stationed at Ford Island in Pearl Harbor having been
enlisted for just over a year.

"Good morning, Major," Sgt. Doris 'Higs'
Higginbotham said as she hid a grin and saluted Charley. She was a
little shorter than Charley with sandy colored, shoulder length
hair pulled back in a tight bun.

"Higs." Charley saluted back and walked into
the hangar. She shook her head when she looked around.

Their work area consisted of two massive
hangars connected together that were big enough to house two large
planes or four smaller fighters each. They were located on the edge
of the runway so they also had a large staging area space outside
to park planes and trucks waiting for service. Most of the time
they were overloaded as the Service Squadron stationed at Hickam
Field, which was the Army base across the harbor, decided to send
them extra work that they didn't feel like doing. Charley often
wondered if they did any work at all over there. Supposedly, that
base was considered a 'hot zone' if they were to ever go to war and
that's why the all-female unit was stationed on the Navy base.
Apparently, the Navy base wasn't a threat to danger.

Charley wasn't surprised to see the three
vehicles that had arrived earlier that morning before she was
scheduled to be on shift. She went into the tiny closet she called
an office and picked up the phone.

"Hickam Service Squadron. Maj. Parker
speaking." The deep male voice answered.

"Parker, it's Hayes. What's with the two
Jeeps and a utility truck that have mysteriously appeared here
overnight?"

"We're backed up with plane repairs and
those two needed their maintenance logs updated. I'm sure your
squadron can handle it," he snickered.

Charley wanted to reach through the phone
and claw his eyes out. "We're up to our eyeballs in plane repairs.
I have two Kittyhawk pursuits sitting in pieces in one of my
hangars and three Bolo bombers sitting outside awaiting parts. I
don't have time to service your trucks. This better be the
last damn time you do this," she spat and slammed the phone
down.

"Higs," she yelled through the open
door.

"Yes, ma'am." Higs rushed inside and stood
at attention. As the only sergeant, she often found herself in
charge of multiple tasks within the unit of fifteen women. Charley
relied on her to pull her weight and use her rank to her advantage.
Most of the other women were corporals and a few were privates.

"Get those damn trucks out of my hair. Check
their logs, it's probably oil changes or tire rotations or some
stupid shit like that. We have two Peashooters and a Mohawk pursuit
coming in this afternoon and we need the man power and parking
space for them."

"Yes, ma'am." Higs saluted and pulled a
group of three women together to knock the trucks out quickly and
get back on the planes that were top priority.

Charley unbuttoned her utility jacket, hung
it on the side of her tool box, and went to work installing the new
parts on one of the Kittyhawk pursuits that was sitting in the
hangar with its engine in pieces. She smiled when she heard the
radio blaring close by. A radio was a hot commodity on the island
and very hard to come by. Not long after the squadron first
arrived, the women went in search of something to help the long
hours go by when they had a shore pass. Higs had come back with a
small short wave radio that picked up exactly two stations and cost
her two weeks pay, but it had been worth it.
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The next day, Charley was hard at work on
the same plane and excited that it was almost finished. She found
herself dancing back and forth to her tool box as chart topping
hits roared from the radio and bounced off the metal walls of the
hangar. She could hear Higs singing along from her work area close
by. She was glad to see the three trucks from the day before
disappear, only to be replaced by three planes. It didn't matter
how hard she worked, the workload seemed to constantly expand on
top of her.

Charley was installing the headers to the
engine and moved her hand slightly to adjust the light she had
clipped to the side of the fuselage. The lighting in the hangar was
severely lacking. When she moved her hand the header slipped.
Jerking back to keep from squishing her hand, she smashed her
forehead into the carburetor. Excruciating throbbing pain shot to
her head and she was immediately dizzy as she fumbled her way down
the ladder. She sat on the bottom step and pressed a rag to her
forehead nonchalantly, hoping none of the other mechanics noticed
the incident.

"You okay, Major? I saw that hawk bite you,"
Higs said from a few feet away.

"Yeah. I'm good," Charley murmured.

Higs walked closer and saw the blood seeping
through the rag Charley was holding against her head. When Charley
pulled it away to fold it into another section, Higs saw the inch
wide gash above her eye.

"You need stitches. I'll drive you out to
the hospital. The ferry should be running on time," she said,
checking her watch.

"I'm fine. That landing gear's not going to
fix itself while you stand here hemming and hawing over a little
cut. Go back to work."

"Patterson, come take a look at the Major's
head," Higs yelled across the hangar.

"Damn it, Higs. I'm fine."

Cpl. Elizabeth Patterson walked around the
plane and grimaced when she saw the cut dripping blood. "I can see
your brains. I think you better go to the hospital."

"Oh, good grief, Patterson. You do not see
my brains. It's probably just meaty flesh and more than likely
bone. Would you two please go back to work? We are still days
behind as it is. I don't have time to go deal with the ferry and
the hospital and all of that nonsense." Charley winced when she
pressed the rag back to her head.

"Fine. At least let me take you to the
dispensary. They can probably stitch it up." Higs put her hands on
her hips and raised an eyebrow like a mother hen.

"The dispensary is a clinic. They give shots
and see sick people," Charley argued.

"Major, they do the same things the hospital
does, just at a lower level. Come on."

"Alright! But you're both working over time
tonight because you're wasting time now," Charley growled as she
stood up and walked outside to her assigned Jeep. The officers were
the only personnel assigned vehicles on the island and nearby
bases. The enlisted men and women usually bummed rides and shared
cars when they could.

Thankfully, the drive over to the dispensary
was short. Charley was holding on for dear life the entire time.
Higs wasn't the best driver and she was driving as though Charley's
head was hanging off her shoulders or something. There was no wait
when they went inside and Charley was escorted to a gurney behind a
crisp white curtain and told to wait for the nurse.

Charley was contemplating how she was going
to get the blood out of her uniform when the curtain was pulled
back and a beautiful woman stepped in. She was petite with long
blond hair wrapped up in a tight bun behind her nurse's cap. She
was wearing the khaki colored seersucker dress which was the Army
Nurse Corps daily working uniform. The gold stripes on her uniform
indicated she was a Chief Nurse. The Nurse Corps didn't have
regular military ranks like the soldiers, sailors, and airmen.

The nurse noticed the blood on Charley's
khaki t-shirt under her open green uniform jacket. She glanced at
the gold leaf on the collar, indicating her rank and turned her
smoky gray eyes up to meet Charley's green ones.

"I'm Nurse Sutton."

Charley suddenly felt light-headed and
swayed on the gurney. The nurse quickly wrapped her arms around her
to keep her from falling off. Charley's head pounded as she closed
her eyes and inhaled the scent of fresh flowers wafting from the
woman holding her.

"Major," the nurse said softly as she backed
away enough to look at Charley's pupils.

"I'm fine," Charley said.

"Your pupils are dilated and you're dizzy.
How exactly is that fine?" she said as she palpated the cut
gently.

"I haven't eaten since breakfast. I must be
hungry." Charley tried to calm the butterflies in her stomach
before she embarrassed herself in front of the most beautiful woman
she'd ever seen.

"Uh huh." The nurse wasn't buying it.

"I cut my head. It's really not a big deal
and I wouldn't be here if two of my squad members hadn't driven me
crazy instead of working."

"Well, Major Hayes, it looks like you need
about six stitches, maybe eight," the nurse said.

"Wonderful," Charley huffed. "How long will
it take?"

"Dr. Olsen is tied up with a sailor at the
moment, but if you're in a hurry I can do it. I'm a Chief Nurse.
I'll warn you though, it'll probably scar," the nurse said. She was
nervous and her hands were slightly shaky. The last thing she
wanted to do was leave a scar on the stunningly handsome face
looking back at her.

"I don't care, just sew it up. I have planes
on top of planes waiting for repairs and I'm wasting time sitting
here."

The nurse had Charley lay back and she
prepped her head, cleaning the wound with iodine before sewing the
cut closed with seven bright blue stitches. During the short
procedure, she questioned Charley about where she was stationed and
what her duties were. When she finished she gave her a handout with
information on caring for a concussion. Charley thanked her and
tossed the pamphlet in the trash on the way out.

Charley's entire squadron razzed her about
the stitches when she returned to the hangar until she remade the
schedule for the next week and a half giving everyone fourteen hour
shifts to try and get ahead of their workload.

Finally arriving back at the barracks for
the night, Charley's head was hurting so badly she could hardly
drive herself, but she wasn't about to let Higs drive her anywhere
ever again. She was thankful they all had separate rooms and were
only two to a bathroom. They were the only all-female squad on the
island and had the building to themselves. She took a quick shower
and went straight to bed, willing the throbbing to go away. She had
to be up earlier than usual because they had two planes with new
engines installed and were scheduled for test flights after the sun
came up. She needed to be there for those flights and wasn't
entirely happy that the flight squadron commander scheduled them so
early to begin with. Then again, she was used to getting screwed
over by her male counterparts on a daily basis.
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It had been close to two weeks since Charley
had cut her head and she was now happily back to normal and
surprised to be ahead of schedule for a change. Thanksgiving was
fast approaching and she knew her squad was going to want liberty
to celebrate on the mainland. She had her head buried in the engine
compartment of a Bolo trying to get the fuel line reconnected. The
plane was already on the test flight schedule and she was rushing
to make the two hour deadline.

"Patterson, hand me that socket wrench,"
Charley said without looking down. When she felt the cool wrench
touch her hand she said, "Thanks."

"You're welcome," a soft voice answered in
return.

Charley's head popped up and she smacked the
back of it on the compartment hatch. She turned around to see the
beautiful, smiling woman wearing an Army Nurse Corps Dress Uniform,
gazing up at her.

"Nurse Sutton," Charley said nonchalantly as
she rubbed the back of her head and climbed down the ladder.

"It looks like you bump your head a lot,
Major," she said shyly.

Charley wiped her hands on the rag she
pulled from her back pocket. "I'm afraid it appears that way. What
can I do for you?"

The nurse took in her attire. Charley wasn't
wearing her utility jacket; instead she was wearing a sweat-soaked
khaki undershirt with grease stains in odd places. Her hair was
clinging to her forehead and the back of her neck in small
ringlets.

She quickly straightened her posture and
cleared her throat. "I noticed you hadn't come back to have your
stitches taken out and I was in the area so I thought I'd stop
by."

"I took them out myself," Charley said.

"I see that." She smiled. "Well, I should
probably go then."

"Excuse me, nurse?" Higs said from the other
side of the plane. When Audrey turned around Higs walked over to
her. "What's your first name?"

"Audrey."

"Audrey, would you like to celebrate
Thanksgiving with a bunch of mechanics tomorrow night?" Higs put on
her best smile.

Audrey turned back towards Charley.

'Thanks, but I probably shouldn't. I'm on
shift Friday."

"So are we." Higs grinned.

"We've had enough turkey this week in the
mess hall so I gave them liberty for the evening. We're going to
the mainland to some Thanksgiving Social," Charley said.

Audrey smiled realizing the Major was going
too and turned to Higs. "I'd love to go."

Charley and Higs watched her walk away with
her khaki shirt blowing in the breeze.

"Does she have any nurse friends?"

Charley looked at Higs and shrugged before
walking back to the bomber she was working on. She had received a
call that morning saying two trucks were coming in from Ewa. It was
an Army and Marine Corps air field a little further away than
Hickam on the mainland. She wasn't exactly pleased, but she was
tired of arguing with the arrogant men. The trucks would have to
wait. The Havoc bombers, Mohawk, and Kittyhawk pursuits sitting on
the tarmac in front of the hangars, were first in line and awaiting
various repairs or maintenance updates.

 


***

 


Charley stared at herself in the mirror. She
was wearing her WAAC Dress Uniform which was a khaki shirt and
pants with a khaki tie and an olive green jacket with gold buttons.
She was proud of the gold leaf on the collar. She'd worked hard to
become a Major and her greatest accomplishment was being able to
command her own squadron. She checked the shine on her black
loafers one last time, put her garrison cap on her head, and walked
out of her room.

"You clean up nice, Major." Higs joked and
smacked her on the shoulder. She and Patterson were also wearing
their WAAC Dress Uniforms, but they weren't as shiny and spiffy as
Charley's because they weren't officers.

"I'd say the same for you Higs, but your
shoes are barely polished and your pants are wrinkled," Charley
teased.

"We better get going if we're going to make
the ferry on time." Patterson pushed them both towards the front
door of the building.

When they arrived at the nurse's barracks on
the other side of the island, Audrey was waiting with two other
women. They were all wearing summer dresses with their hair hanging
down. Charley was slightly jealous of the nurses when she saw their
attire, although she wasn't a dress wearer herself. The Nurse Corps
were the only personnel allowed out of uniform. All of the airmen
and sailors were required to be in uniform at all times whether
they were on the island or not.

Charley, Higs and Patterson got out of the
Jeep, walking up to the waiting women.

"Good evening, Major. I hope you don't mind,
but a few of my friends wanted to join us," Audrey said.

"No, not at all and please call me Charley.
This is Higs, whom you've met, and Patterson."

"It's nice to meet you," Audrey smiled,
shaking their hands. "This is Sharon," she said pointing to the
slender woman with poufy red hair. "And this is Francine."

Francine brushed her dark hair off her
shoulder, saying, "Please, call me Fran."

"It's going to be a tight fit, but I think
we can manage," Audrey said as they climbed into the Jeep. Since it
was an old, customary open top Army Jeep with a manual
transmission, there were only two seats up front. Charley climbed
in and sat behind the wheel and Audrey claimed shotgun. The other
four women had to squish together in the back. All of the nurses
held their hair to keep from being windblown as they drove across
the island.

They crossed to the harbor, parked the Jeep
close to the ferry landing, and walked through the small town. Most
of the bars and restaurants were participating in the holiday
dance. They stopped when they came upon a restaurant with a bar and
a dance floor that was already hopping with airmen and sailors.

"This place looks good." Higs led the way
and found a corner table big enough for everyone.

"Have you ever been here?" Audrey looked at
Charley.

Charley shook her head no and opened her
menu. The waiter appeared and Charley ordered two fried seafood
platters for the table and a whiskey and water for herself.

Halfway through their meal, the women were
laughing and talking about life in Hawaii when a guy in a uniform
that closely resembled Charley's appeared next to their table.

"Major Hayes, it's nice to see you get off
the island once in a while."

Charley plastered a fake smile on her
face.

"I couldn't resist coming to the mainland to
celebrate giving thanks. So, thanks, Major Parker," she said
sarcastically. Higs and Patterson laughed hysterically when he
walked away with an odd look on his face.

"He's such a dickless prick." Higs took a
swig from her beer mug.

Charley shook her head and toasted her in
agreement.

"Who was that?" Audrey asked.

"A huge pain in the ass," Higs answered.

"He's the CO for the service squadron at
Hickam Field," Charley said.

"He's the one that sends us maintenance jobs
that his squad is too lazy to do, causing us to work fourteen hour
days," Patterson added.

"We came to have fun. Let's dance." Sharon
got up from the table and wiggled out to the middle of the dance
floor. The rest of the group slowly followed. They joined the other
jitterbugs on the floor who were already dancing the Lindy Hop
swing dance to music by the Andrews Sisters.

Charley hadn't really let her hair down much
since she'd donned her uniform for the first time and she was
surprised at how much she was enjoying the evening. She found
herself dancing close to Audrey during many of the fast songs. When
the slower songs came on, all of the women left the dance floor
using that as an excuse to have another drink.

Charley wiped the sweat from her brow with
her napkin and finished her watered down glass of whiskey.

"You're a good dancer, Major." Audrey sat
down in the seat next to her, dabbing her face with her napkin,
careful not to smear her light make-up.

"Thanks."

"You should see her in the hangar. She Lindy
Hops back and forth from her toolbox to wherever she's working.
That's how we know she's in a good mood. If the Major isn't
dancing, we're in for a long day." Patterson grinned.
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