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“We shall not settle for less than total victory. That is the determination of every American on the fighting fronts. That must be, and will be, the determination of every American here at home.”  President Franklin Roosevelt, July 28, 1943

This story has been on my heart for a very long time.

Just a child, I lay on my parents’ bed by my twin brother, Dan. My mother, Ruth, stood at the end of the bed ironing my dad’s shirts. She began to tell us a story.

“Your Uncle Dub is a hero. He was the pilot of a huge plane, a bomber in the war. One day the enemy shot down his plane. He and his men parachuted out of a burning plane, and he landed in a country far away called Yugoslavia. We didn’t know if he was dead or alive for months. He walked the soles off his boots hiding from the Germans.”

I didn’t know what a hero was, but I knew my mother was very proud of her brother.

This is my attempt to tell that true story as best I can.
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Lt. W.T. Eaves with his B-24 bomber crew
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This book is dedicated to my heroes:

My uncle, 1st Lt. William T. Eaves, and his crew,

Silver Star recipients

And 

All who served in WWII who did not come home to their families, paying the ultimate price for our freedoms.

And

Those who have followed in their footsteps, stepping up to fight for our country.

My twin brother, SP4 Dan A. Hale, 

Vietnam War Army veteran, Bronze Star recipient,

whose own story remains a closed book. 
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Courtesy of The 464th Bomb Group in World War II:

In Action Over the Third Reich with the B-24 Liberator
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List of Characters

The crew of 1st Lt. William. T. Eaves:

Position   Name/rank   Home state

1—Pilot    W. T. “Red” Eaves, 1st Lt. Texas 

2—Copilot    Dan Sherman Jr., 2nd Lt. New York

3—Navigator    Bob Haverkos, 1st Lt.  Ohio 

4—Bombardier   Lawrence Lambert, 1st Lt. Michigan

5—Flight Engineer   James Elder, S/Sgt.  Wisconsin

6—Radio Operator/Gunner  Bill Christel, S/Sgt.  Wisconsin

7—Left Waist Gunner  Joe Linneman, Sgt.  Missouri

8—Ball Turret Gunner James Petrone, Sgt.  Connecticut

9—Right Waist Gunner  Sylvester Fangman, Sgt. Texas

10—Tail Gunner   George Masterson, S/Sgt. Illinois

Jean Webb Eaves—Eaves’ sweetheart and wife, in Galveston, Texas

Ollie and Bill Webb—Jean’s parents, in Galveston, Texas

Gert and Bud Brandt—Eaves’ friends in Galveston and Pocatello

1st Lt. James Tudor—Eaves’ best friend in 464th Bomb Group, former copilot

Colonel Bonner—Commanding officer of the 464th Bomb Group

Sgt. Ryskeciski—Crew chief for Target for Tonite

Colonel Goodrich—Senior American officer of Stalag Luft III

Actual names—All mentioned 464th airmen and lost aircraft

Mrs. Brown—Widow in Pocatello, fictional character

Sam Smith—POW in Stalag Luft III, fictional character

Eddie Jones—Fellow American airman in Yugoslavia, fictional character

Hawk, Scout, George, Bara—Partisans, fictional characters
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Chapter 1
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3 March 1944—Natal, Brazil

Sweat trickled down his forehead. He strained to pull back on the yoke. The bomber dropped lower, dangerously close to the waves. The B-24 wasn’t responding. 

Dark menacing waves crested below, looming closer like tentacles of a demonic sea monster reaching toward the plane. Seething ocean waters stretched to the horizon. 

We’re going down!

Lt. W.T. Eaves’ eyes popped open, his heart racing, his gut in a knot. Body sticky with perspiration, he struggled in the bedding wrapped around him on the cot. The odor of damp canvas and stale cigarette smoke filled his nostrils.

A dream—thank God, it was only a dream. 

Closing his eyes, Eaves leaned his head back on the thin pillow as he blew out a long breath and willed his racing pulse to slow. The distant roar of the surf and the unfamiliar bird calls of the Brazilian jungle washed over him. Closer to his ear, he heard the buzz of a pesky mosquito cruising through the tent. Muffled voices and a truck motor told him the base was stirring.

The nightmare had probably come because of Cumming’s plane. Only two days ago, Lt. Cumming and four of his crew members were killed when their B-24 had gone down on the way to Belem, Brazil. A man he’d trained with, a good pilot. If it happened to him, it could happen to anyone. 

Only four months since the 464th Bomb Group had been formed. They’d already lost three planes and more than twenty men in training. Some of the guys muttered about a bad luck unit. He didn’t believe that, but nothing was safe about this business. 

Opening his eyes in the warm dark, he looked across the tent. Gentle snoring told him he hadn’t awakened his fellow officers. 

On the closest cot, deep breathing came from his navigator, Bob Haverkos. A Cincinnati native, the strapping six-foot athlete reportedly pitched a wicked fastball and had boxed as a Golden Glove Heavyweight champion—a great addition to the crew.

The snoring emanated from the bombardier on the far side of the tent. Lawrence Lambert hailed from Dearborn, Michigan, a quiet, serious guy who kept to himself and did his job well. 

The newest crew member, Dan Sherman, sighed and rolled over on his cot. The dark-haired New Yorker had joined the crew as copilot a few weeks ago in Florida. 

Eaves took another deep breath and exhaled slowly, trying to shake off the alien feeling of dread, residue from the dream. 

As the twenty-two-year-old pilot of a B-24 bomber, he wore his silver wings proudly, ready to do his part to battle the evil powers striving for world dominance and the destruction of everything he held dear. Pearl Harbor had ignited an intense anger and passion to defend his country. Inspired as a lad by Charles Lindbergh’s daring flight across the Atlantic, he’d chosen to enlist in the Army Air Corps. Receiving his wings fulfilled his boyhood dream.

Freedom, and keeping his family safe—that’s worth fighting for. He sighed. All this waiting grated on him. Time to give Hitler a taste of American muscle. 

He focused his thoughts on the day ahead. His biggest challenge yet—piloting his crew of nine men over the two thousand miles across the Atlantic to the African shore. 

Coming from Florida, they’d hopscotched across the Gulf of Mexico to Brazil in three days. An overnight in Puerto Rico, then on to British Guinea, with another fueling stop in Belem before arriving here in Natal on the eastern tip of Brazil. 

Crossing the Atlantic was another story. No landing spots between them and the African coast. Plus, severe weather conditions frequently encountered over the Atlantic increased the danger. The flight would be ten to twelve hours of airtime, the longest he’d ever attempted. 

The Liberator was a “man’s plane,” a huge four-engine bomber managed by a pilot’s strength and endurance. Although he’d been flying B-24s for over a year now, was he strong enough, wise enough, to pilot this “flying boxcar” over the Atlantic? 

Please help me do my job and get us there safely, Lord. Thank You for the crew I’ve got, not a slacker in the bunch. And watch over Jean and keep her safe. My wife—still can’t believe I have a wife.

Jean’s lovely face floated into his mind. His hands clenched as the ache to hold her filled his chest. Didn’t know he could miss someone so much. 

He exhaled deeply, forcing his body to relax.

Yesterday the crew had christened their B-24H Target for Tonite and painted a shapely, gorgeous girl as nose art while they waited in Natal for their orders to fly overseas. 

The name fits. Get this job done and the target is home—back to Texas and his gal.

Eaves ran his hand through his short-cropped hair and over the stubble on his chin. He’d have to shave close today. Would need the oxygen masks if the plane hit turbulent weather.

They’d be packing a heavy load—all the gear and supplies needed to set up a temporary base in North Africa. His orders specified a wait at the Oudna Airfield in Tunisia until air strips were ready in southern Italy. 

For the past three days the chronic bad weather over the Atlantic had forced his bomb group to stay put on the eastern-most tip of Brazil, waiting for a clear day to launch toward Africa. But what a place to be delayed—Natal, a favorite resort city of Brazil. 

Miles of dazzling white sand beaches stretched around them. Crystal clear azure waters beckoned, and he dove into the surf whenever the blazing sun popped out. 

Some of the guys worked on getting a tan and flirted with the local beauties. Eaves endured a lot of good-natured ribbing about being the only crew member with a ball and chain, but he didn’t mind. He felt completed. Jean was a blessing from the Lord. 

On trips to the local open-air markets, he’d discovered delicious Brazilian cuisine. Empanadas, little pastries filled with shrimp, meats, and cheeses, were delicious snacks whether fried or baked. Another favorite—feijoda, a pork ‘n black bean stew, served with rice. 

Vendors hawked jewelry and souvenirs, colorful squawking parrots and shrieking squirrel monkeys, all creating the aura of a tropical vacation that he longed to share with Jean. War seemed far away.

But . . . now the day had come to step closer. He sat up and slipped into the uniform he’d laid out the night before. 

“Okay men, time to rise and shine. Can’t be wasting daylight,” he said in a loud voice. Eaves smiled inside. His daddy had gruffly roused him with that same verbiage so many mornings back home in West Texas. 

One muffled groan as the other officers stirred awake. 

Eaves poured water from his canteen into his steel helmet to shave, lathering up his face with bar soap. After scraping off the stubble, he patted his cheeks dry. 

“Briefing at 0600.” He laid his already-packed barracks bag on his cot. “See you guys at the mess hall.” Lifting the tent flap, he stepped out into moist tropical air. 

The base at Natal hummed with activity in the predawn light. Trucks filled with equipment and young airmen rumbled past spewing gasoline fumes. Outside the olive-drab tents, men piled footlockers and barracks bags as crews prepared to leave the jungle airbase. 

Eaves savored the alone time as he strode toward the mess tent, contemplating the recent news from Italy and the daunting tasks ahead.

His bomb group was part of the new wave of bombers joining the Fifteenth Air Force in Italy, tasked with pounding Germany into submission. With Mussolini deposed in July, the U.S. infantry had reportedly dug in, fighting hard to push the Germans out of northern Italy. The Army Air Corps engineers and ground crews had gone ahead by ship to prepare airfields in southern Italy. 

The 464th Bombardment Group was a formidable fleet of forty-eight B-24s, comprised of four bomb squadrons. Eaves’ 777th Squadron, along with the 776th, 778th, and 779th, were all scheduled to cross the Atlantic in the next few days to join the war effort. Each plane would travel individually to reach Dakar, Senegal, the closest base on the West African coast. 

Crossing the “pond” would require several hours of dreaded nighttime flying. He couldn’t rely on his natural senses but would have to rely solely on the instruments. A shiver tingled through him. 

Eaves looked up. A clear sky arched overhead, a great day to fly. 

Remember your training, Eaves. 

His mind flashed back to the many required hours of “hooded” flights, when all he could see were the gauges and dials inside the cockpit. He straightened his shoulders as he entered the mess hall.

With Your help, God, I can do it.

His tent mates soon straggled into the mess hall. The other three officers each grabbed a tray and filed through the line. They joined Eaves at the end of the long table.

He slid the salt and pepper toward them. “You’ll need this,” he said with a grin. 

Haverkos laughed as he sat down and grabbed for the ketchup. “That’s for sure, Red. At least the hash browns and toast don’t look too bad.”

Steaming mugs of coffee helped wash down the dreadful powdered eggs and fried Spam. The men seemed subdued, the usual banter gone.

Sherman spread marmalade on his last piece of toast. “Long trip ahead.”

Eaves nodded. “Yep. Hope we get an early leave time. That would help cut down the hours of night flight.” He needed to reassure them and himself that all was ready. “Glad to have those extra fuel tanks in the bomb bay that the ground crew installed back in Nebraska. We’re gonna need ’em.” 

“They know what it takes. It’s a long hop across the pond.” Haverkos wiped his lips and threw the napkin on his plate. 

Eaves took his last swig of coffee and picked up his tray. “Let’s head to the briefing and get our orders.”

The six enlisted men on his crew joined the officers inside the briefing room. Lanky James Elder, the flight engineer, strode in with little Bill Christel, the radio operator, both from Wisconsin. The waist gunners Sylvester Fangman from Texas and Joe Linneman from Missouri playfully pushed ahead of the ball turret gunner, Joe Petrone, the smallest man on the crew. George Masterson from Chicago fittingly brought up the rear, the crew’s tail gunner and “old man” of the team at age twenty-four. 

“Sir, I got some fresh fruit and goodies from the locals yesterday,” Joe Linneman, the left waist gunner said with a lopsided grin. “Otherwise, all we’ll have to eat are those lov-er-ly K-rations.” Always an entrepreneur, Joe kept fun and food and women clearly in mind at all times when he wasn’t on the gunnery range. He and Fangman had been the force behind stowing several cases of cheap rum in the plane before they’d left Puerto Rico. 

“Good idea, Joe. Is everyone’s stuff packed and ready to go?” Eaves asked.

“Affirmative, sir.” 

***
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Hurry up and wait—the mantra of the Army Air Corps. After the briefing, most of the crew sprawled on the ground around their gear waiting for the ride to the plane. Linneman and Fangman pulled out their mitts and played catch until the cargo truck finally arrived to take them to the tarmac. The pilots and the navigator headed to their specialized briefings to lock in final instructions for the long haul over the Atlantic.

After loading all the equipment into Target for Tonite and checking every serial number off on the inventory sheets, the crew learned from Eaves that they still had another two hours to wait before their designated time to start engines. 

Eaves walked the length of the plane with his checklist, charged with visually inspecting every area from the tail gunner’s station to the nose turret. Final accountability rested with him, and he knew each crewmember’s duties well enough to perform them himself. But he had confidence in his crew and trusted each man to fulfill his responsibilities.

In the nose turret, he found Haverkos seated at his chart table with his sharpened pencils, checking calculations with his maps spread out around him. If the navigator erred by as much as one degree, they would end up in the Atlantic instead of Dakar. 

Eaves smiled. He knew Haverkos was good, very good at his job—one of the best navigators in the squadron. “Ready, Bob?” he asked.

“You bet.” Haverkos turned to squint up at him. “But don’t let anything get us off the 64-degree heading or—we could be in for a dunk in that big bathtub out there.” 

They locked eyes briefly. They both knew that the Liberator was known to break apart upon attempted water landings.

“Do my best,” Eaves said.

Leaving the nose turret, Eaves crouched down and crawled through the front wheel casing. He straightened up to enter the flight deck and stepped into his seat on the left side of the plane. Dan Sherman was already in the copilot’s seat to the right. 

Taking a deep breath, Eaves thought of the first time he’d sat in the pilot’s seat and had stared in bewildered amazement at the twenty-seven gauges, the twelve levers controlling the throttle, turbocharger, and fuel mixtures, and the four buttons above the windshield that feathered each of the props on the four huge engines. Now it felt like home.

Eaves checked his watch again. Finally—time to start their engines. He signaled Elder, the flight engineer, to fire up the “putt-putt,” the single-cylinder gasoline-powered unit in the B-24 that boosted the batteries.

Then Elder opened the top hatch and stood to observe the engines carefully for any fuel leaks. He signaled all clear. 

At Eaves’ order, Sherman flipped the switch to start the first 1,200 horsepower Pratt & Whitney engine and an incredible roar filled the cockpit. As each engine sprang into life, Elder continued standing to watch for any sign of fire. 

The crescendo of noise increased, making conversation impossible except on the intercom.

There it was—the flare to begin takeoff. Eaves gave the order. “Release brakes.”

As the bomber began to move, Elder remained head and shoulder outside the plane. Neither the pilot nor the copilot could see the wheels of the plane or the taxi strip, and it was the flight engineer’s job to guide them. 

No rear-view mirror on a bomber, either. The tail gunner and ball-turret gunner were his rear eyes. Flying a B-24 took a team—and a whole lot of trust.

“More to the right,” Elder called into the intercom.

Eaves steered with the propellers, reducing power on the right-side engines and speeding up the ones on the left wing. 

Once on the runway, Target for Tonite rumbled to a halt as Eaves and Sherman tromped down on the brakes and revved the engines for take-off. When the engines reached maximum power, the roar was deafening as the plane vibrated and shook, feeling like every nut and bolt could fly off in a thousand directions. 

Eaves called out the final checklist to Sherman. Target for Tonite was next in line for take-off. He waited, heart thumping, adrenaline pumping. 

Every takeoff in a B-24 bomber was an adventure. It always felt like the “flying boxcar” would never gain enough speed to lift off the ground, but its prowess was undeniable. Once in the air, a B-24 flew faster, longer and carried more weight than its more famous cousin, the B-17. He’d learned to trust his ship.

The B-24 in front of them lifted off the runway. Eaves and Sherman waited the required twenty seconds before releasing the brakes. 

Target for Tonite thundered down the runway, picking up speed ever so reluctantly. Sherman called out airspeed. “130 miles per hour.” 

They’d reached the end of the runway and Eaves pulled up on the yoke. 

With the plane barely skimming the ground, he ordered, “Wheels up.” Sherman hit the switch to hydraulically raise the landing gear. “Flaps up.” The copilot brought up the wing flaps, and with less drag, Target for Tonite nosed upward. 

The tail gunner came on the air. “Masterson here. Those waves almost kissed our tail.” 

Eaves circled, and the heavily loaded B-24 bomber slowly climbed into the sky, like a huge pelican that appeared too heavy to fly.

The exhilaration of flight, the glorious sense of freedom coursed through him. 

Here we go—into the wild blue. 

And the unknown.
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Chapter 2
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4 March 1944—Mid-Atlantic Ocean

“Captain, are we still on course?” Linneman’s voice crackled over the intercom.

Only five hours out and the crew had repeated the question over and over. Eaves sighed, and pushed his throat mic, “Roger to that. How ’bout breaking out the snacks, Joe? Bring some up to the nose turret and flight deck.”

“Yes, sir. Be there in a jiff.”

Even with the waist gunners’ windows closed for flight, the B-24 was cold and drafty. The waist gunners were assigned to the radio compartment right behind the flight deck for take-off. Since they only had room to stand back-to-back in their area behind the bomb bay and the ball turret, Fangman and Linneman had stayed there today with Christel, the radio operator, for the long flight. 

Time for check-ins. Eaves pressed his throat mic again. “Christel, status?”

“A-OK, sir. Linneman, Fangman, and I have just been playing a little poker to pass the time. Masterson and Petrone are napping in the tail.”

“Navigator, check-in.” 

“Just rechecked our heading. All seems well. Lambert has his nose in a book—as usual.” 

Elder, the flight engineer, stood behind the pilots, helping monitor fuel mixtures and instruments. He turned to reach for the meat empanadas and a small sack of oranges offered by Linneman and helped himself before passing them on to the pilots. 

Eaves put the plane on autopilot as the mouth-watering smell of the flavorful treats reached his nostrils. He quickly devoured two meat-filled pastries, then peeled the orange and bit in. Sweetness flooded his taste buds and he wiped the juice from his chin. 

“Thanks Joe,” he said into the throat mic. “You’re right—sure beats K-rations.” 

Squinting, his jaw tightened as he noticed dark clouds looming low across the horizon. The characteristically bad weather of the Mid-Atlantic lay dead ahead.

“Navigator, storm ahead. We’ll have to go around it. What is your recommended heading?” He checked the altimeter. Target for Tonite was cruising at 8,000 feet. 

May have to go up to avoid of the worst of it. That’ll cost us fuel.

Billowing black clouds soon towered into the sky, sharp nails of lightning crashing down. Eaves clenched his hands on the yoke. 

The Liberator began to buck and sway in the strong winds. Eaves took Target for Tonite off autopilot and pulled up on the yoke as the plane flailed downward in the turbulence.

“Navigator here. Adjust heading 4 degrees north.”

Suddenly the tenor of his voice changed. “What’s that thing doing here? Oh no, get off my charts! Get him Lambert!” Haverkos hollered into the intercom.

Eaves’ stomach lurched. He pressed his throat mic. “What’s going on?” 

“It’s a monkey. Someone smuggled a monkey onboard and he’s sick—throwing up and pooping all over my maps.” 

Eaves sucked in his breath—his heart thudded against his rib cage. Those maps were critical to successfully navigating the Atlantic. Steely cold, his voice burst over the intercom, “Who brought that monkey onboard?” 

Dead silence. 

“There he goes!” It was the bombardier. “Just missed him.”

Minutes later an olive-gray creature with orange arms and legs popped up on the flight deck close to Elder’s feet. Eaves glanced down to see dark eyes peering up at him, ringed by a white face topped with a gray cap. The mischief-maker’s whip-like tail dangled down longer than its body. Shrieks and yowls emanated from its mouth, and a putrid smell of urine and feces filled the air. 

Elder reached for the little critter, but the squirrel monkey ducked and scrambled up into the cockpit, bumping levers as it tried to escape out a window. Sherman attempted to catch it, but the monkey nimbly leaped over his arm, landing closer to Eaves. 

Without warning, the plane lurched in the storm, then dropped like an elevator cut loose. Momentarily suspended in the air, the monkey suddenly crashed down, landing on the fuel-mixture control levers of the instrument panel. Elder pitched forward, fell to his knees. Sherman gripped onto the yoke, knuckles white, struggling to stay in his seat.

“Dan, take over controls,” Eaves ordered. 

“Got it,” Sherman replied.

Making a quick grab with his right hand, Eaves reached out and collared the monkey firmly. It writhed in his grasp, twisting and squirming. With his left hand, he slid the cockpit window open.

“Sorry monkey, hope you can swim,” he said, and with a pang of remorse, he thrust the struggling monkey out the window and released him.

Eaves exhaled. Can’t feel guilty. That monkey was endangering the lives of everyone on the plane. He’d deal with the culprit who brought it onboard later. For now, he had to focus on the damage done.

“Elder, stabilize those fuel-mixtures. Keep them lean,” he ordered as he scanned the instrument panels. “Dan, I’ll take the controls now. Wipe down all the levers and dials.”

“Yes, sir.” Sherman’s face looked pasty as the Liberator bucked again in the strong winds. His hands shook as he cleaned the instrument panel fouled by the monkey, then he leaned over and retched into the empty paper bag the oranges had come in. 

Eaves pulled back hard on the yoke and the nose of the plane edged up. He watched the altimeter as the aircraft gradually gained altitude, soaring up and plunging like a rollercoaster. 

“Crew, this is the pilot. Put on your oxygen masks. We’ll have to climb to hopefully get out of some of the turbulence. Navigator, how’re things in the greenhouse? Reconfirm our heading.” 

“Lambert and I are okay, just bruised a little. Will get my maps picked up and cleaned off. Get back to you as soon as I can.” 

“Christel, status?”

“Rolling around a bit back here, sir. Sure woke up Petrone and Masterson. None of us much worse for the wear. Fangman’s got a little cut on his head, so we broke out a first aid kit.”

Light was fading and the clouds enfolded them. Target for Tonite hurtled into the blackness and the storm, a seething ocean stretching endlessly below. 

***
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Haverkos wiped cold sweat from his brow as he pulled out the Fairchild A-10 sextant used in celestial navigation—the sole method of overwater navigation he could use to start a new point of departure. 

The constant refrain from his navigation classes resounded clearly above his anxiety. “Never change a heading unless you know your current location.” 

They’d have to clear the storm before he could set a new heading. To find their current location, he’d need to look through the sextant for six minutes and track the positions of three different stars or planets. 

He studied the maps as he wiped off the monkey’s feces and putrid-smelling vomit, his seat sliding almost out from under him as the plane lurched again. Going north was their best bet. The closest emergency base was on the Canary Islands. 

His gut tightened. He alone was responsible for directing the ship through the night and the storm. All their lives were in his hands now. 

Remember—all the practice and drills, the extensive training in dead reckoning. He knew his job. His instructor’s voice echoed in his mind, “If you’ve trained adequately, you’ll respond automatically, even in the stress of battle.” 

And this was a battle—not yet against the Germans, but a battle against the elements. His confidence surged and a prayer winged upward.

With Your help, we can do this. 

***
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Eaves’ shoulders ached from fighting the yoke for so long and his body screamed from being cramped. He glanced at his watch. Twelve hours in the air now. The tropical storm was behind them. Moonlight gleamed on the dark Atlantic and hundreds of twinkling stars filled the sky.

His eyes scanned the gauges. Altimeter read 9,000 feet. Thankfully the oxygen masks had come off. He sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. But where were they? Eaves had to trust his navigator and believe that somewhere, out there in the inky darkness, lay the Canary Islands and a landing strip. 

He peered into the night. Nothing. No glimmer of light. 

Twelve hours of flight time—they were pushing the plane’s limits. “Elder, how much fuel is left?”

The engineer stood behind the pilots, constantly monitoring the flow of fuel to each engine. “We’re hovering toward empty in our final reserves now.”

Eaves swallowed hard. “Navigator, what’s our location? How many miles to destination?”

“According to my calculations, we’re twenty miles from the Canary Islands.” 

Eaves’ gut twisted as he scanned the endless darkness. Minutes ticked by.

“We’re losing engine two,” Sherman said as he tapped the gauge monitoring the engine revolutions per minute. 

“Feather it,” Eaves called out. 

The copilot hastily pulled back the lever and pushed the overhead button that turned the massive propeller blades knife-edge to the wind, cutting the drag. 

“Elder, adjust fuel levels to the other engines. We’ll have to make it on three.” 

Another engine coughed and sputtered, this time outboard on the right wing.

“Feather engine four,” he ordered. 

Sherman complied. Elder immediately cut the fuel to that engine.

Target for Tonite lumbered on, toiling to stay in flight with just two engines. Sweat drops formed on Eaves’ forehead and upper lip, tension ratcheted up his shoulders and neck.

Suddenly Eaves saw Jean’s beautiful face and thought of his family back home. He clenched his jaw, feeling cold sweat run down his back. 

Can’t disappoint them, disappearing into the Atlantic without dropping even one bomb on the enemy. 

Each of his men flashed through his mind. 

They’re depending on me. 

“Fuel levels on zero. We’re flying on fumes,” Elder said, his voice cracking.

Eaves scanned the horizon frantically. Only darkness. 

God, help us. Keep us in the air long enough to get to a landing strip.

Eaves watched the altimeter fall as Target for Tonite dropped lower and lower in the sky. Only two engines at full power, not enough to maintain altitude. 

The dream flashed back into his mind. The dark waves reaching for them. He gritted his teeth, straining to pull up on the yoke. Is this the way it would end? 

Wait, what was that? 

He leaned forward. 

A faint glow, straight ahead.

“Sherman, do you see it?”

“Lights—yes, I see them!” 

Relief flooded over him. Thank God, land in sight! Haverkos had come through. 

“Canary Islands straight ahead, boys. Christel, make radio contact. Tell ’em we’re coming in on two engines and to prepare for an emergency landing. Elder, move back to the waist area with the rest of the crew.”

He scanned the instruments. “Attention, all crew members. Brace for emergency landing.” 

More lights flared before them. Now the pilots could clearly see a runway, lined with flare pots. Eaves cut back on the throttle and they dropped toward the center of the steel mats that made up the runway. 

“Lower landing gear. Flaps,” Eaves ordered. “Hit the brakes as hard as you can when we touch down, Dan.”

Sherman flipped the switch. “Roger. Gear down.” 

As the wheels gently touched down, another engine slowed to a sputter. Both pilots leaned back, stomping on the brakes as hard as they could. 

Reaching the end of the runway, Target for Tonite trembled, lurching to a halt as the last engine slowed and the propellers stopped rotating. Emergency vehicles surrounded them, lights flashing.

Eaves leaned his head on the yoke, his arms like jelly, a prayer of thanks in his heart.

Couldn’t have been closer. Not even enough fuel to taxi off the runway.
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Chapter 3
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Eight months earlier, July 1943—Galveston, Texas

“Jean, honey, I could use your help please.” Her mother’s voice rang out from the kitchen.

“Be there in just a moment.” Jean finished powdering her nose and patted her dark hair where a stray curl poked out of place. Humming Dinah Shore’s popular song “He Wears a Pair of Silver Wings,” she glanced in the mirror one last time. She lifted her arms to an imaginary partner and twirled in a circle, the navy cotton skirt swirling around her legs.

Closing her eyes, she pictured the appreciative look in his brilliant blue eyes the first night he saw her across the dance floor. She flushed remembering how handsome he was in his uniform. And that red hair. A prayer of gratitude flowed from her heart.

Please keep him safe, Lord. This flying business can be so dangerous. And thank You for the promise I read this morning in Psalm 34, that You will give us the desires of our hearts if we delight in You. I think he’s the one. But only if it’s Your will, Lord. You know the future. I don’t. Please make it clear to me. Thank You for bringing us together, even in this terrible time of war.

Oh, those butterflies in her tummy were back again. He should be here soon.

She closed the door to her room and quickly joined her mother in the kitchen, pulling on a flowered apron to cover her dress. “What do you need me to do?” 

“Please set the table before you finish your cake. It’s cooled long enough to frost now.”

Jean picked up the plates and silverware. After carefully setting the table, she slipped back into the kitchen and gathered the things she needed for the icing.

“Thanks for giving up our entire sugar ration for the cake, Mama. Red said coconut cake is his favorite, one of the things he missed most from home.” She lifted the eggbeater up to check the egg whites. Yes, thick enough for peaks to form. “Must be hard to be away from his family for more than a year.” 

She whipped the vanilla into the egg whites and sugar, trying to ward off the thought that followed—him leaving soon for overseas. Sadness pricked at her heart, but she took a deep breath. 

Think about the present, not the unknown.

Across the room, her mother smiled at her. “Well, tonight we’ll give him a taste of good home-cooked food.”

***
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Eaves nervously fingered the tiny box in his pocket as he hopped off the trolley and strode down the boardwalk. Pink crepe myrtle blossoms swayed overhead. The constant wind brought a hint of jasmine drifting by on the humid salt air. 

Grey-brown waves crashed onto the shore, stirring the piles of seaweed strewn about the beach. He eyed the seventeen-foot sea wall, erected after the Big Storm of 1900. Over six thousand lives had been lost, the city of Galveston decimated. 

The island community had rebuilt and constructed the sea wall. But Galveston lost out to Houston as the premier port of the Gulf when oil companies outflanked the demand for cotton. So—Galveston carved its own niche as the Gulf’s exclusive resort town where the rich and famous flocked to drink, dance and gamble. Even Frank Sinatra and Benny Goodman performed here. 

Last night he had taken ten bucks into the backroom casino of the famous Balinese Room. He’d made enough to take Jean out on the town for a show and a night of dancing. 

He smiled at the thought of her softness in his arms. His heart did that funny pitter-patter he’d felt the first night her saw her. He couldn’t get her out of his mind. 

His grip tightened on the ring box in his pocket. 

Was it fair to ask her to marry him before he left for the war? She deserved someone who would be there for her, take care of her. Would this love last—or would it be taken away from him too? 

He sucked in a deep breath and straightened his back. 

One step at a time. First, dinner at her house. 

Clutching the bouquet of red roses in his left hand, he turned away from the shore and strode down Avenue S½. He spied the single-story bungalow on his left, a large magnolia tree covered with white blooms by the stoop, its sweet fragrance flavoring the air.

He rapped on the door. Bill Webb, Jean’s father, opened it, his tanned face cracking into a slow smile with warmth that filtered up to his blue eyes. “Welcome, son. Come on in.”

“Good evening, sir.” Eaves held out the roses as he stepped into the living room. “These probably need some water.”

“Jean, Eaves is here. Come get these flowers.”

Jean swished into the room, carrying two glasses of iced tea, a shy smile on her face. 

Eaves’ heart beat a little faster. 

“Oh, thank you so much! They are lovely—you really shouldn’t have,” she said in a breathless rush. She handed him the tea and took the roses into her arms. 

Eaves gratefully accepted the drink. His palms were so sweaty, he feared the glass would slip out of his hands.

Jean closed her eyes as she inhaled the lovely fragrance. “I’ll put them in a vase.” She gave Eaves an even bigger smile before turning back toward the kitchen. “Dinner will be ready in a few minutes.”

Eaves sank down onto the sofa beside the blue easy-chair where her father sat. “How’s the ship building going, sir?”

Bill grunted. “Keeps me busy. Different world now, working with all those women. Rosie the Riveters.” He shook his head. “Actually, they do a pretty darn good job. And I’m doing my part, supporting the war and all. But if I were young again, I’d be with you on the front lines.” 

Eaves heard the mix of admiration and regret in his voice. “I’m sure you would, sir.”

Bill cocked his head to look at Eaves. “About finished with that anti-submarine training?” 

“Yes, sir.” Eaves took a deep drink. “Yesterday one of the other crews thought they spotted a German U-boat and dropped depth charges on a poor whale.” His lips curled into a smile. “Don’t know if they were just bored or really mistook a whale for a U-boat, but I’m sure glad we don’t have a mistake like that on our record.”

Now’s the time, while the girls are in the kitchen. 

He swallowed hard, took a deep breath, and calmed his mind. 

“Sir, I have something important to ask you.” He cleared his throat and looked the older man in the eye. “I want your permission to ask your daughter to marry me. I want her to be my wife.” His voice broke a little. “I love her—with all my heart, and I promise to do everything in my power to make her happy.” 

Bill did not look surprised. He looked down at his drink. Seconds passed before he spoke thoughtfully. 

“I appreciate your respect in asking me for her hand in marriage. It’s no secret that all she’s ever wanted is to be a wife and mother. And I see the way she looks at you, her eyes all lit up.” He raised his glance to look Eaves in the eye. “Life is short. I worry about the war, but sometimes you have to grab happiness by the tail. You’re a good man, Eaves. If she’ll have you, I’ll be proud to have you as my son-in-law.”

Eaves’ eyes misted. Something about the older man’s confidence and acceptance astounded him. 

“I’ll ask her, and if she says yes, I’ll try to make you proud.”

“You already make me proud to know you, son. Just wish this confounded war was over.” He cleared his throat. “What do you think about the operation in Sicily? At least we got a toehold in Europe now.”

“Mussolini better get ready. We’re headed his way, and he’ll be the first to fall. Then—on to Berlin.”

“So many losses . . .” Bill took a drink of his tea and changed the subject. “How’s your day off been going?”

“Tried to play a round of golf with my buddy this morning but couldn’t believe the wind.” Eaves grinned. “When I teed off on the second hole, the wind was blowing so hard the ball lifted straight up and swooped right back at me, rolling to a stop at my feet. Never saw anything like it!” He shook his head. “I thought our West Texas wind was bad, but you got us beat. Doesn’t it ever let up?”

Bill laughed out loud and slapped his thigh. “Wish I could have seen that!”

“Dinner’s served. You boys need to wash up.” Jean’s mother, Ollie, stood in the doorway, smiling. Mouth-watering smells drifted into the living room.

“Yes, ma’am. You don’t have to call us more than once,” Bill said with a wink.

***
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Soon they were all gathered around the dining room table, the red roses beautifully arranged in a crystal vase in the center of a gold-colored tablecloth. Platters of Southern fried chicken and fried okra were piled high beside bowls of pinto beans and potato salad. Delightful odors filled the air.

“True Southern comfort food, just like my Aunt Minnie used to fix,” Eaves said.

“Let’s thank the Lord for this bounty.” Bill stretched out his arms, as the family all joined hands and bowed their heads.

“Thank you, Lord, for this good food and the hands that prepared it. We are grateful for Your provision. We pray for all the young men in harm’s way today. May You protect and guide them as they fight for freedom and country. Grant them success. In Jesus’ Name. Amen,”

“Now, tell us about your Aunt Minnie,” Bill said as they passed the food around the table. “Do they live out in Iraan, close to your folks?”

“Oh, no. Aunt Minnie and Uncle Otto don’t live in Texas. They live on a farm up by Marlow, Oklahoma.” Eaves hesitated, flashing back to that faraway place and time as he carefully ladled some beans onto his plate. “I was born in Oklahoma and was only eighteen months old when Mama died. My older sister Ruth and I first went to live in town with our Grandmother Gray, but she had a tiny house and my two uncles lived there too. So, Aunt Minnie and Uncle Otto took us in. We loved the farm, and Aunt Minnie was the world’s best cook.”

He set down the bowl of beans. “They became our second parents. Lived with them till I was six I reckon. Then Daddy remarried and came to get us.” He paused. “Salt of the earth, they are. Never will forget their kindness and love. ’Bout broke their hearts when Ruth and I left. They never had any children of their own. ”

They all ate in silence for a few minutes. Tears glinted in Jean’s eyes. 

Embarrassed that he’d made it pretty obvious it had broken his heart too, Eaves ducked his head and finished his last bite of fried chicken.

Bill cleared his throat. “More fried okra or potato salad, Eaves?” 

“Yes, sir.” He smiled, glad to focus back on the food. “Haven’t tasted anything this good for quite a spell.” He dished up another helping of fried okra.

“Well, you better save room for dessert.” Jean rose from the table. “Made it special.” She soon returned with two plates of cake and served him and her father first, returning moments later with two more servings. 

After Eaves devoured his first bite, he looked at her with admiration. “My favorite—coconut with lemon filling. Best I’ve ever had.”

She blushed and looked down. “Glad you like it.”

The cake quickly disappeared. “Thank you so much.” Eaves turned his gaze to Ollie. “You don’t know how much it means to eat a good home-cooked meal.” He glanced back at Jean. “I hate to eat and run, but we’re supposed to meet the Brandts at the Balinese Room in half an hour for the show tonight.” 

Jean’s mother smiled as she stood up and shooed them away from the table. “You’re as welcome as the flowers in spring. Don’t worry about the dishes, Jean.” She started clearing the table. “Y’all just go on now and have a grand time.”

***
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As they left the house, Eaves reached for her hand.

Jean loved how her fingers curled inside his, like they belonged there. They walked hand in hand toward the seawall. His hand felt strong, but so gentle. 

The warm moist wind tossed her hair and carried the scents of the sea and the oleanders. 

“I appreciate your folks so much, opening their home to me,” Eaves said. “You are lucky to have such loving parents.”

Jean nodded. “They’re the best. I’m so thankful to be blessed with folks who love the Lord and walk with Him every day. I know it means a lot to them that you join us at church on Sundays.” She looked at him. “Tell me more about your parents.” 

He hesitated for a moment. “Daddy is a hard worker. I appreciate him teaching me to always do my best, to never quit or be a slacker. He and my stepmother took us to church every Sunday and were strict about us doing what’s right. I learned to do what I was told and not talk back.” He laughed. “That’s been a help in the Army Air Corps.” 

“Did they talk about Jesus?” she asked.

“Well, we always said grace. And they wanted us to get baptized as soon as we were old enough to understand what that meant.”

“I know we’ve only been dating about a month, but I remember you once said you didn’t feel close to the Lord. Can you tell me more about that?”

“I believe He died for my sins. Sometimes, I wonder though . . . “His voice trailed off as they reached the Balinese Room pier.

Jean’s heart sank. What did he wonder about? Didn’t he believe like she did? It’s really important to not be unequally yoked.

“I’m not perfect. Maybe I don’t deserve His love.”

“You don’t have to earn His love.” Jean squeezed his hand as they arrived at their destination. She looked deep into his blue eyes. “He died for you and loves you just the way you are.”

Eaves smiled at her words and tightened his grip on her hand as they stepped onto the rough planks of the pier.

The Balinese Room sat at the end of the six-hundred-foot partially-covered pier jutting out from the seawall into the Gulf. Meant to be impressive, it was the most glamorous spot in Galveston. As they strolled down the long wooden pier, waves crashed below and the cry of a seagull pierced the air. 

Eaves held the heavy door open for her and Jean stepped into another world. From hot and humid, the air surrounding her suddenly became dry and cool. She reveled in the new sensation of air conditioning, with intriguing odors hard to describe—mysterious, musky scents of sea-soaked wood and bamboo. 

In the first room, the wild carpet swirling with tropical leaves drew her eye. Colorful fish flashed in large water displays, and tropical bird calls filled the air, transporting her to a South Seas paradise.

The next heavy door opened to the dining room. Known for their exquisite food, the Maceos family served the rich and famous elegantly. Bone china plates, with crystal glasses and silver flatware glittered on white linen tablecloths. Jean’s eyes feasted on the dazzling splendor.

Moving on, Eaves had more doors to open. They passed through exclusive gift shops and several lounges before finally reaching their destination, the Grand Ballroom.

Stepping inside the immense room, Jean gasped at the sight of the beautifully painted murals covering every wall. Beautiful Polynesian women graced ocean beaches, surrounded by palms and flora, all framed with delicately carved wood molding. 

In front of the bandstand, two intricately sculpted palm trees held up fish nets and floats intertwined with twinkling blue lights above the highly polished wooden dance floor. Tables filled the room, with flickering candles and bowls of fresh flowers centered on elegant white linen tablecloths. 

Their friends, Gert and Bud Brandt, waved from a table close to the bandstand. Eaves took Jean’s elbow and guided her to the table, pulling back a chair and sliding it under her. 

“How are you two doing?” Looking smart in his dress uniform, Bud reached out to shake Eaves’ hand, 

“Just had one of the best home-cooked meals ever,” Eaves said as he pumped Bud’s hand and turned to smile at Jean.

“I’m still trying to learn to cook,” Gert said ruefully, shaking her brunette curls. “Afraid I burned the roast tonight and put too much salt in the greens, but Bud is patient with me.” She gazed at him with love and adoration in her brown eyes.

Jean knew they had just been married a month or so. A lot of couples were tying the knot before the guys shipped out.

Bud laughed. “Not the worst thing in the world.” He sat down and glanced around the room, which was quickly filling with many other men in uniform and civilians in glamorous attire. “Glad we got here early. Slipped the maître d’ a couple of bucks to get these seats. But it’s worth it. Phil Harris and Alice Faye are the headliners tonight.”

“Oh, she is so beautiful,” Jean said with a sigh, picturing the glamorous blonde star. This night was definitely a dream come true. 

She looked at Eaves. 

Yes, more than she dared hope for.

***
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They leaned on the pier rail, gazing up into an inky black sky with pin-point sparkles twinkling down on the end of a perfect evening. 

“What a magnificent show,” Jean said. “Thank you so much for bringing me.”

The constant warm wind tore at the menu fluttering like a moth in Jean’s hand. Eaves reached out to secure it for her. “Careful,” he said.

“Thanks. I wouldn’t want to lose the menu Alice Faye signed for me. That was so gracious of her.” She looked up at him, clutching it close to her heart. “And it means even more as remembrance of this special night we had together.” She paused, looking out over the dark water. “It’s like a fairy tale come true. If I pinch myself, will I wake up and find it was just a dream?”

“It’s no dream, sweetheart.”

Eaves tipped her chin up and slowly lowered his lips to hers. He gently kissed her, wrapping her in his arms. He could feel her heart beating against his chest and fought to control his rising passions. He lifted his head and gazed into her dark eyes. 

Now—it’s the perfect time. 

Stepping back, he reached into his pocket and located the tiny box. Going down on one knee, he took her hand and looked up. In a husky voice, he said, “Jean, I love you with all my heart. I know we haven’t known each other long, but I want you to be my wife. Will you marry me and wait for me to come home after I do my duty for our country?” 

Jean appeared to be stunned. She opened her mouth and her heart spoke for her. “Yes, darling. Oh, yes!”

He opened his hand and offered a tiny box to her. 

She fumbled to open it and stared at the gold ring with the glint of a diamond. “Oh . . . it’s so beautiful.” 

“A wedding as soon as we can,” he said, rising to his feet. “A promise sealed with a kiss.” He pulled her into his arms as their lips met again.
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Chapter 4
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23 July 1943—West Texas

“I’m so glad they approved your leave.” Jean watched the graceful mesquite trees and prickly pear cactus of the Texas landscape blur together as the car whizzed along. “But I’m a little nervous meeting your folks and your family. What if they don’t like me?” 

She chewed on her lip, remembering her nervousness when they told her parents that they wanted to get married now, before he had to head overseas. They’d been supportive, glad to accept Eaves into the family. But what about Eaves’ parents? They’ll probably think this is happening too fast.

“Don’t you worry about that.” Eaves stretched out his right arm to pull her closer to his side. “They can’t help but love you.”

She smiled at him, and cuddled close. “You’re a little prejudiced, I think. But I love it.” 

She stared out the window, thoughts still swirling. 

I’m so lucky to have this time with him before he leaves for the war. 

She shivered slightly. Who knows what the future holds?

The flat plains with fields of cotton and maize gave way to the bluffs of West Texas, dotted with dark cedars here and there. Some deer lunched on green grass in the bottom of the ditch. 

Scattered about the hills, pump jacks with giant hammer-like heads rose and fell, drawing the black gold from the earth. The odor of fresh oil floated through the car as they drew nearer to Iraan, the tiny West Texas town where Eaves grew up. 

A post office, drugstore, barber shop and grocery store lined the streets surrounding the town square. “There’s the theater,” Eaves pointed. “It’s only open on Saturday nights.”

“And Iraan High School, my old alma mater,” he said as they drove by the two-story red brick building, the football field prominent beside it. “Left a lot of sweat and tears on that field in the four years I played football there.” He laughed. “The whole town showed up on Friday nights. Football and church, that’s what brings the folks together in a small town like this.” 

Jean could almost imagine the seats filled with cheering students and parents, little ones playing tag behind the bleachers. She felt a little envious. “You know I went to that all-girl Catholic school in Galveston, mostly because my friends did. It was an excellent school, but we didn’t have any sports. You’ll have to teach me about football.” 

“No problem, if you want to learn.” He kept driving, leaving the small community behind. “Camp One is three miles south of here. The Ohio Oil Company owns the houses—the folks just rent. Daddy’s a maintenance man and a gauger. I was working for them as a roustabout when the Japs bombed Pearl Harbor. I’d come home from college because of a knee injury during football.”

“Roustabout?” Jean cocked her head. So much she didn’t know about this man she was about to marry. “What’s a roustabout?”

“Oh, that’s just an oil driller’s helper.” He grinned. “You get to do all the really dirty work.”

“I see. And you played football in college?”

“Yes, at Hardin Simmons in Abilene for two years on an athletic scholarship. Played center for them till I got hurt and came home to heal up. Then Pearl Harbor happened.” He paused, looked out the window before continuing. “My best friend John and I decided to enlist in January. He was declared 4F, but I passed the physical and was thrilled when I made it into the Army Air Corps. Always had a dream of flying.”

He smiled. “The whole family came to Jones Field at Bonham when I graduated as an air cadet on the 4th of July that summer. My sister Ruth and her husband, Marcus, were there too. You’ll get to meet them today. They’re coming down from Lubbock. Marcus enlisted in the Army and is stationed there. Ruth is head cashier for the PX. I spent a lot of time with them when I did my advanced flight training in Lubbock.”

As Eaves talked about his family, Jean remained silent, a raw place in her heart aching as her thoughts flew to her brother. She still missed him so much. “Must’ve been nice to have family there,” she murmured. 
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