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Praise For The Secret Keeper



“Not since Practical Magic have two literary sisters felt as distinct and animate as Dot and Dash Wilson. I was so attached to both these richly, lovingly developed characters, and stayed up far too late hungrily devouring their stories. This is the most unputdownable book I’ve read in a long time. Impeccably researched, educational, emotional, and immersive, The Secret Keeper is Genevieve Graham at her finest.”

Heather Marshall, #1 bestselling author of Looking for Jane

“Genevieve Graham unveils the strength of Canada’s women in their efforts during World War II with her incredible research. Dash and Dot are intrepid heroines you’ll want to root for, and The Secret Keeper is a story you won’t want to put down.”

Madeline Martin, bestselling author of The Keeper of Hidden Books

“Genevieve Graham never fails to fascinate with incredible stories of Canada’s past, and The Secret Keeper is no exception. A sweeping novel about the bonds between sisters and the burden of secrets in a time of war, it will thrill and charm readers in equal measure.”

Julia Kelly, international bestselling author of The Lost English Girl

“Reading a Genevieve Graham novel is like reading a love letter to Canada. In The Secret Keeper, impressive research, tender family dynamics, and an absorbing plot intertwine to pay homage to the quiet heroes of the second World War.”

Ellen Keith, bestselling author of The Dutch Orphan

“Through impeccable research, harrowing flight scenes, and equally tense codebreaking ones, Graham deftly captures the emotional and physical toll of war on the home front, while beautifully illustrating the capacity for human resilience, camaraderie, and connection inside us all.”

Natalie Jenner, bestselling author of Every Time We Say Goodbye

“I fell in love with Dot and Dash from the get-go. These two sisters were brilliant and full of heart, and I was rooting for them equally during their harrowing and sometimes heartbreaking journeys. A fabulous read!”

Sara Ackerman, bestselling author of The Unchartered Flight of Olivia West

“A riveting tale of the steadfast bond between sisters in the midst of wartime adventure. In Dot and Dash’s extraordinary journey, Genevieve Graham vividly captures the courageous heroics of women in World War II.”

Paullina Simons, internationally bestselling author of The Bronze Horseman

“Graham is the reigning queen of historical fiction about Canada, and The Secret Keeper is her most sweeping, searing story yet, an intricate tale of the Canadian women of World War II, many of whom were sworn to keep their wartime heroics secret.”

Kristin Harmel, New York Times bestselling author of The Paris Daughter

“Genevieve Graham once again takes a deep dive into the world of women at war with Dot and Dash, twin sisters from Oshawa who overcome male prejudice to make a massive contribution to the defeat of evil. Vivid characterizations and pinpoint research bring that dangerous—yet exciting—world alive.”

C. C. Humphreys, bestselling author of Someday I’ll Find You

“My favorite historical fiction author has done it again, bringing to light the untold story of women in wartime whose oath of silence protected the fate of the free world.”

Elinor Florence, bestselling author of Bird’s Eye View

“Thrilling and heartfelt, The Secret Keeper showcases the oft-forgotten contributions of Canadian women to the war effort through twin sisters Dot and Dash, whose commitments to serve puts them at odds with their commitments to each other. With a particularly heart-pounding third act, The Secret Keeper is Genevieve Graham at her masterful best.”

Bryn Turnbull, internationally bestselling author of The Paris Deception

“The Secret Keeper is at once touching and harrowing. Graham masterfully and lovingly recreates the lives of two women engaged in wartime service, capturing their youthful idealism, sense of duty, and sheer energy. You will follow the adventures of sisters Dot and Dash with your heart in your mouth. Not to be missed!”

Iona Wishaw, Globe and Mail bestselling author of To Track a Traitor
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Dedicated to the memory of Lynn-Philip Hodgson

(1946–2023)

And to Dwayne, always






“There are millions of women in the country who could do useful jobs in war. But the trouble is that so many of them insist on wanting to do jobs which they are quite incapable of doing. The menace is the woman who thinks that she ought to be flying a high-speed bomber when she really has not the intelligence to scrub the floor of a hospital properly, or who wants to nose round as an Air Raid Warden and yet can’t cook her husband’s dinner.”

C. G. Grey, Editor of Aeroplane magazine (1942)

The role of women has always been undervalued in the spy world, always undermined in terms of recognition. Unfairly so. It’s a world that needs women.

Helen Mirren
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Margaret Wilson clambered onto the kitchen chair, her four-year-old brow knitted with concern. She had a very important question to ask her mother. Her twin, Dorothy, climbed up beside her, fascinated by how neatly her mother could fold the laundry. All the seams matched up perfectly every time.

Their mother smiled. “What are you two up to?” Her gaze dropped. “Oh, Margaret. You skinned your knee again.”

“I put a bandage on it for her,” Dorothy said.

Margaret didn’t care about her knee. It was fine. Dorothy had washed all the blood off it, and Margaret had hardly cried at all. “Why’s the back room empty, Mommy? Where did all the stuff go?”

“I’m glad you asked. Sit down, please. We don’t climb on furniture.” She set the laundry aside then sat at the table with her daughters. “Do you remember Gus Becker? The little boy from up the street? His father is going away tomorrow, so Gus is coming to live here with us. That will be his bedroom.”

The twins exchanged a glance.

“But this is our house,” Margaret declared, arms crossed. “We don’t want boys in it.”

Dorothy sat beside her, saying nothing but mimicking her sister’s pose. The idea of having a boy living in the house didn’t frighten her as much as the idea of anyone new moving in. How would it feel, having five of them at the table, not just four? Who would he sit beside? Would she have to talk with him?

“Of course, Margaret. This will always be your house. Yours and Dorothy’s. But I want Gus to feel like it is his as well. You two have each other. He doesn’t have anyone when his father is away, and he knows very little English. I am counting on you girls to make him feel welcome.”

“But what if he’s a bad boy?” Margaret asked.

“He is not a bad boy. I expect you to be nice to him,” their mother replied. Margaret doubled down on her pout, so Dorothy did, too. In response, their mother’s left eyebrow shot up. The one that always meant the discussion was over. “Come and help me get his room ready, please.”

Grudgingly, the girls followed her to the room at the back of the house, and Margaret swept the floor while Dorothy helped make up Gus’s little cot. Afterward, Margaret decided she and her sister should play in there, since the room was so tidy, but their mother took their hands and led them back to the kitchen, where she made it very clear that they were never to go into that room again unless Gus invited them.

“It’s like you have a brother now.” She crouched in front of them. “He’s probably going to be shy at first, but we must make him feel like part of the family, and that means giving him privacy.”

Dorothy twisted a lock of her blond hair between her fingers, feeling badly for the boy when she thought about it that way. She couldn’t imagine not having a sister—or a brother in Gus’s case. Dorothy’s sister was everything to her. Maybe it would be all right to have a big brother. Maybe she wouldn’t have to talk to him if she didn’t want to.

Margaret had no such illusions. Their house was just fine without a boy in it. Boys were big and bossy and sometimes smelled bad. “He should live in his own house, Mommy. We don’t want him here. What if he’s mean to Dorothy?”

“Gus is not a mean boy,” their mother replied. “If he was, I would not have agreed to take care of him in our house. Now, I want you to imagine being in his place. What if Daddy and I were not here to take care of you, and a family offered to take you in? Wouldn’t you hope that they would love you as if you were already a part of their family?” Her expression cleared as if she remembered something. “You know, I think he might be very good at baseball, Margaret. Maybe you could play catch together.”

Gus arrived with his father the next morning, his blond hair disheveled under a black cap, his wary gaze darting around the front entry. Margaret stood in silent judgement of the boy while Dorothy concealed herself behind the grandfather clock. Her stomach hurt.

The two grown-ups spoke for a bit while Margaret and Gus remained in the entry, eyeing each other like a pair of dogs—without the wagging tails.

“Come in, Gus,” their mother said after his father left. “You can call me Mrs. Wilson. I think you already know my daughters, Margaret and Dorothy.” She peered around the grandfather clock, then scowled. “Come here, Dorothy. Say hello.”

Dorothy tiptoed over and whispered, “Hello.”

“Hello,” he replied, observing her closely.

“Margaret?” their mother prompted.

“Hello,” she said tightly.

Concern flickered across Gus’s pale brow then was gone. “Hello.”

Their mother took the boy’s little suitcase and told him where to hang his coat and cap, then he followed her to his room. Margaret and Dorothy trailed behind, then they loitered in the doorway after their mother got him settled and returned to the kitchen. He sat on the edge of his bed, feet dangling halfway to the floor, and regarded them through big blue eyes.

Dorothy wondered if he was as nervous as she was. When she was scared, she could hide behind Margaret. Gus didn’t have anyone to hide behind. She tilted her head, feeling a little sorry for him.

“How old are you?” Margaret asked.

“Six,” he said.

Margaret was impressed. Six was practically grown up. Maybe he wouldn’t be so bad after all. Especially if her mother was right and he knew how to throw a ball. She decided to give him a chance.

“Mommy is making beef stew,” she informed him.

His eyes widened, but he didn’t say anything.

“You have to help with the dishes after,” Dorothy put in, feeling brave.

“Ja.” He hesitated. “Does your mother cook potatoes in the stew?”

“Lots,” Margaret informed him. “I like potatoes.”

He nodded slowly. “I also like potatoes.”

Both girls were pleased, having established this important common ground. He couldn’t be all bad if he liked potatoes in his stew.

“Anyway,” Margaret continued, “we’re going outside to play if you want to come.”

Margaret led the parade into the yard, indicating points of interest. “That is Daddy’s shed. Don’t go in there. That’s the swing he built for us.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Think you could push us high in that?”

“Ja, I could.”

His accent sounded odd to Margaret’s ears. Dorothy thought it was nice.

“All right.” Margaret stopped by the tall maple tree beside the house. “This is my tree. I’m the only one who climbs it.”

“Why?”

“Because Dorothy doesn’t like to climb trees. She sits on the stump.”

Dorothy nodded. She preferred to watch her sister climb. Just to show him what Margaret meant, she hopped onto the old stump and swung her feet a little. Gus seemed to take that in, then he stepped closer to the tree, looking up.

“Can I go up?” he asked. There was a pause.

“I don’t know about that.” In an instant, Margaret had scrambled up to her favourite spot, a sort of “V” in the branches where she’d built a nest of leaves. Nobody had ever sat there before, except for her. “Can you climb this high? Because this is pretty high.”

“I can.”

Dorothy studied him. He stood right beside her, observing Margaret, and she thought he probably could climb it easily. He was six, after all, and a boy.

“It’s very high,” she warned him quietly. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

He faced her, and Dorothy could tell he was thinking carefully about what she’d said. His expression was serious, but he had pretty blue eyes, and so far he wasn’t bossy at all. He hadn’t even argued with Margaret. Then he smiled, and it was such a nice smile that she returned it.

“Can you climb this high?” Margaret asked again, now higher in the tree.

Dorothy’s stomach flipped. Her sister was showing off. “Margaret! That’s too high!”

“No, it isn’t,” she called back.

“Come down! Mommy will be angry!”

“I don’t care. Can you climb this high, Gus?”

He took another step closer to the tree, frowning a little. “I can.”

Margaret shifted in place, a little off balance without her nest on this higher branch, but that was all right. She wasn’t scared. She wanted to show Gus how grown up she was. She folded her arms and leaned as far out as she dared, watching his face. “Prove it!” she yelled.

Then her foot slipped, and she screamed as the other one went as well. Suddenly she was flying—and then she was on top of Gus, gasping and trying not to cry. Dorothy rushed to her side and pulled her off the boy, who lay quite still on the ground.

The front door slammed, and their mother rushed out, apron flapping. “Gus! Margaret! Oh, what did you do?”

“Don’t tell Mommy!” Margaret begged. “Promise!”

Gus blinked up at Dorothy, who shook her head and whispered, “Don’t tell!”

Their mother knelt beside Gus before he could answer. All they could do was hope he wouldn’t say anything.

“Don’t worry, Mommy! I’m okay,” Margaret told her, though her chin wobbled. She pointed up at the tree and started explaining, but her mother didn’t appear to be listening.

That’s when Dorothy saw Gus’s eyes were shining. She crouched beside him, concerned.

“Oh, Gus,” their mother said. “You poor thing. I’m afraid you might have broken your wrist. I’ll call the doctor at once.” She glared at the girls. “How did this happen?”

“I fell,” Margaret said. “He’s okay, though.”

Dorothy didn’t know what to say. It was Margaret’s fault. She shouldn’t have been showing off. But she would never tell on Margaret.

“You and that tree,” their mother muttered, helping Gus sit up. “Are you all right, dear?”

The girls held their breath, waiting to hear what he would say.

“He’s okay,” Margaret assured everyone again, though she was a little worried since Gus hadn’t said a thing.

Gus sniffed. His attention shifted to Margaret then came to rest on Dorothy. He had a small cut on his forehead, and Dorothy felt an urge to run and get him a bandage, but she had to make sure he was all right first.

“I am okay,” he told their mother. “It was my fault. I got in the way.”
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Dorothy Wilson tucked a strand of blond hair behind her ear and scowled at the mystery novel in her hand. The author’s latest reveal didn’t seem plausible, and it made the character seem so much more dim-witted than Dot imagined he was. On the other hand—

“Dot!”

She glanced up. Her twin sister was leaning over Mr. Meier’s black Chevy truck’s engine, groaning as she stretched for something. Dot could type a mile a minute, add six-digit figures in her head in no time flat, and speak three languages like a native (not including Morse code), but she’d never been interested enough in engines to bother learning what was inside them. She didn’t mind coming out here, though. The garage was poorly lit by one hanging bulb, and the rain outside the closed door chilled the air, but she always liked to be near Margaret.

In contrast to Dot’s navy-blue dress with its spotless Peter Pan collar, her sister was clad in a grease-stained, exceedingly unladylike pair of overalls, and her thick black hair was tied into a haphazard ponytail. Most people shook their head in wonder, seeing how different the Wilson twins were. Different, yes, but also inseparable.

“Yes, Dash?” Dot asked.

Everyone, except their mother, called Margaret by her nickname. Considering the way Dot’s sister always rushed around, it suited her to a T.

Dash twisted around, her cheek smeared by a thick swipe of oil. “You didn’t hear me? I’ve been saying your name for five minutes at least.”

Dot was aware that she missed out on a lot of what people said if she was engaged in a book, but often she felt—somewhat selfishly, she allowed—that whatever they might be saying couldn’t be as interesting as what she was reading. This time, however, she was contrite. Dash was annoyed. Not with her, but with the truck.

“Désolé. Que veux-tu?” she asked. The novel in her hands was a French translation, and sometimes the words overlapped in her head. Her mother had gotten her started on mystery novels a few years back, but this was the first one she’d read that wasn’t written in English. Her father had found the book hidden away in a bookstore and given it to her, knowing she’d enjoy the challenge. She was already wondering where she could find more translations.

“Hand me the half inch, please?”

Setting one finger on the page to hold her place, Dot scanned the scattered assortment of tools on the table beside her. She picked up a wrench, eyed it for size, then placed it in her sister’s hand before returning her attention to the book.

“That should do it,” Dash said to herself, sticking her fingers into the engine and checking the tension of whatever it was before climbing into the driver’s seat. The engine gave a noisy series of clicks, but that was all. “Damn,” she whispered under her breath as she marched back to the hood.

Dot’s mouth twitched. She loved when her sister swore.

She understood Dash’s determination. There was nothing Dot liked better than solving puzzles, and engines were her sister’s idea of puzzles. Her mother often said that Dash’s fascination with mechanics and Dot’s puzzle-solving skills came from their father’s side of the family, then she rolled her eyes and finished with, “Thank heavens you inherited my practicality.” Usually, their father popped in at that point and added “and your beauty,” making their mother glow. Dot figured her mother was right. Her father was a whiz at math, and he almost always had a crossword puzzle going. His brother, her uncle Bob, was a solid man with a devilish grin who always had engine grease under his fingernails.

Uncle Bob, Aunt Louise—Lou for short—and Dot’s cousin Fred came over for dinner often, since they lived close by. Dot still fondly remembered the night more than ten years ago when the whole family had been celebrating the girls’ very first day of school. Her mother had made the grand concession of allowing them to sit at the grown-up table for the evening. At age seven, Fred and Gus were practically adults, so they got to sit there as well. Dorothy was always happy when Fred came over, because he and Gus were friends. It was good, she thought, that Gus had a friend who was a boy, not just Margaret and her.

After supper that night, her mother and aunt had gone to the kitchen, leaving the children with her father and Uncle Bob.

Fred beamed at his father. “Tell Gus about the war and your airplane.”

Uncle Bob obliged, and Gus listened carefully, his eyes wide. Uncle Bob’s voice rose louder and louder as he lost himself in the memory, and Dorothy watched his fist move forward, left, forward, right, shifting in front of him as if he were holding the control stick of his “Canuck.” When at last the doomed enemy plane crashed dramatically into the sea, everyone yelled hooray, and Uncle Bob puffed his chest, pleased with their reactions.

He was a flight instructor now, but back then, he had served with distinction as a pilot in the Royal Flying Corps. Fred loved to remind the girls that Captain Robert James Wilson was on the short list of Canadian flying aces, having shot down sixteen enemy planes.

Dash, who they still called Margaret back then, adored her uncle and hung on his every word. She had wanted to fly her whole life, so when Uncle Bob started to tell his pilot stories, she got stars in her eyes.

Dot loved Uncle Bob, too. Her favourite thing about her uncle, and the only part of him that didn’t intimidate her, was his dashing moustache, its ends waxed to a curly perfection. She was impressed by his exploits, of course, but she was confused. She was almost certain he had told them that he’d shot down fourteen planes, not sixteen. But surely he knew best. She must have simply forgotten. She was only five, after all.

In Dorothy’s view, though, Uncle Bob lived in her father’s quieter shadow. Her father was a gentle man with a thin, out-of-fashion pencil moustache and a postwar habit of constantly checking a door or window. His smiles were quick and self-conscious, and he had very few visitors outside of family. But beneath his understated exterior, he radiated intelligence, and when he did get into a conversational mood, Dot listened to every word. He was, as her mother fondly said, very good at working with his hands, and he kept a small woodworking table in the backyard shed. Two years before, he’d built the sisters a dollhouse for Christmas, complete with tiny furniture, and her mother had sewn two perfect little dolls to fit inside. One had blond hair and wore a grey dress to match Dorothy’s favourite. The other had dark hair and a bright emerald dress, since green was Margaret’s favourite colour. A year after that, her father constructed a bookcase for Dot’s burgeoning collection of books.

Uncle Bob might be a flying ace, but her father didn’t have to fly a plane to be a hero in her eyes.

“Tell us your flying stories, Daddy,” Margaret prodded, and Dot felt a twinge of betrayal. He had flown? Had he kept his history secret from her?

But her father only chuckled, his pale cheeks flushing. “I wasn’t a pilot, Margaret, dear. You mustn’t think I was one of those brave lads. No, no.”

“But you were in the war,” she insisted. “Did you go in airplanes?”

Sometimes Dot thought Margaret was altogether too bossy.

“Yes, I did, but I was not a dashing pilot like your uncle. My job was to sit in the airplane and transmit locations through my Marconi.”

“Macaroni!” Margaret cried, delighted. Beside her, cousin Fred guffawed.

“No, dear,” her father said patiently. “Marconi.”

“What’s that?” Gus asked.

“Marconi was the name of my radio. Operating it was not nearly as exciting as what Fred’s father did.”

Dot leaned forward. Her father rarely spoke about himself, so this was a rare treat.

“Your dad is being too humble,” said Uncle Bob. “You should be proud of him. He held a very important position as a telegraph operator for the Royal Flying Corps. He saved many, many lives by sending locations from the airplane to the military. With that information, they were able to direct artillery fire to that position. He also…” Uncle Bob consulted his brother, and Dot noticed her father scowling slightly. “Well, he wrote regularly to your mother, keeping her happy.”

Dot was intrigued. “How did you do that with the fire, Daddy? If you were in an airplane, how did you tell them?”

“I tapped the coordinates in Morse code, and they reached the receivers on the ground. For example, if we saw a munitions cache, I would do this.”

He tapped his middle finger rapidly on the table in an unpredictable rhythm. To Dot, it sounded like there was a purpose to the uneven taps, as if they were trying to say something.

“Do that again, Daddy!” So he did.

She gaped at him in wonder. “What’s the tap tap tap? What’s it saying?”

“You heard that, did you, my little genius? That is Morse code. It is a different kind of language made up of a series of dits and dahs. Each letter of the alphabet has its own pattern. Listen. I’ll show you your name.” He tapped once slowly, then twice fast. “We call that a dah, then two dits. That is the first letter of your name, Dorothy, which is…?”

She sat up straight, staring at his finger. “D! Do more, Daddy! What’s an ‘O’?”

He tapped three times again, but evenly, and a little slower. “Dah-dah-dah is ‘O.’ When you write it down, it is in dots and dashes.”

“What’s an ‘M’?” she wanted to know. “For Margaret.”

“ ‘M’ is dah-dah.”

She beamed at her sister, catching on right away. “Your name starts with dah-dah!” Margaret looked interested, but she was not caught up in her sister’s excitement. “Will you learn with me?”

Margaret’s mouth reluctantly twisted to the side. “Okay.”

Her mother returned from the kitchen, carrying a jiggling dish. “Who would like some Jell-O pudding?”

Margaret squealed with delight. “You made green! I love the green one best, Mommy!”

Aunt Lou followed with the dishes. “Special dessert for a special day. How exciting that you girls get to go to school now!”

Dot sat back, watching her mother serve, but her mind was spinning. “What’s J, Daddy? What’s ‘J’ for, Jell-O?”

He tapped dit-dah-dah-dah.

So began Dorothy’s quest to learn and memorize the Morse code alphabet. She already knew the regular alphabet, of course. Her mother had taught them that two years earlier. Now Dot’s father had given her a key to a whole new puzzle that promised worlds of fun. Day by day she took on more of the patterns, and once they were stuck in her head she went to her father for more.

“First you must learn to spell,” he had told her, pulling out paper and a pencil. “What word would you like to spell?”

She didn’t hesitate. “Sister.”

“All right. Here’s how to spell it in regular letters.” As he wrote out the six letters, they both said them out loud. Then he handed the pencil to her. “How would you tap each letter? Draw it underneath in dashes and dots.”

Pencil grasped tight in her curled fist, Dot drew three little points under each S.

“That’s right. Now the other letters.”

She bit her lip, her mind ticking through everything she had learned and memorized over the past few days. Her pencil pressed against the paper again. “Two dots for ‘I.’ One dash for ‘T.’ Just one little dot for ‘E.’ ” She hesitated. “What’s ‘R’? I forget!”

“Think, Dorothy.” He patted her head affectionately. “The answer is right in here.” As if he had brought it to the surface, “R” appeared. “Dit-dah-dit.”

“Excellent! How do you write that?”

“Dot-dash-dot.”

“That’s my girl. Now we put them together to make a word. Show me.”

It was as if a window opened in her mind, and her heart whirred like hummingbird wings. She read the code out loud, tapping with one finger as her father had done. “Margaret is my dot-dot-dot dot-dot dot-dot-dot dash-dot…” She grinned at him. “Dot-dash-dot.”

Morse code bored Margaret within a day or two. She learned it only so she could communicate with Dot, but her heart wasn’t in it. Their father noticed, and instead, he presented her with a small brass cylinder. The metal was tarnished and dented, but the vibrating needle in the centre caught her attention.

“What’s that?”

“This is a compass. It tells you which direction you’re going in.”

Margaret frowned. “Like forward?”

“A little more than that. You see this little needle? It will always point north.”

“North?”

He turned to Dot. “Dorothy, please bring me the map on my desk. The big paper rolled up, with the funny lines on it.”

“I know where that is,” Gus replied from down the hall. A moment later, he and Dot appeared in the dining room with the map. They helped her father spread it out on the table.

“Ah, yes. Thank you,” he said. “This, my dears, is a map of the whole world.”

“The whole world?” both girls exclaimed, their noses almost touching the paper. How fascinating to see it drawn like this, when all they’d ever imagined of the world was grass and trees and sky.

“Gus, have you seen this before?” her father asked.

“In school. A little.”

“What can you show me?”

Gus squinted at the small print, then brightened. “This big part is Canada.”

“Good! And what are these up and down lines?”

“Provinces,” he declared. He jabbed a finger on one. “This is Ontario, where we live.”

“Excellent, Gus. Can you tell me exactly where we live?”

Dot and Margaret stared at Gus, flabbergasted, as he leaned over the map. He noticed their wonder and assured them they would learn it too, in two years.

“We’re learning it right now,” Dot replied, matter-of-fact, “from you.”

“Go ahead, Gus,” her father urged. “Where are we?”

“We are…” He grinned. “Right here!”

“That’s right. That is Oshawa.” Her father slid one finger up the page from the spot Gus had marked, and he faced Margaret. “North is anything in this direction.”

She held the compass up. “Why do I need to know where north is?”

“If you have a compass, you’ll never be lost. I’ll show you.” He pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and presented it to all three children. “I’ve made you an adventure. Dorothy, you will read these Morse code letters to Gus. Gus, you will spell out what she’s saying and pass those directions to Margaret. And Margaret, you will follow the compass. Do you understand? Look again at the compass. What is it pointing at? Remember, ‘N’ means north.”

She frowned at the compass then looked up. “It’s pointing at the picture of Grandfather.”

“Yes! Correct! Grandfather’s picture is north of where you are standing right now. Now out you go, the three of you. Have fun!”

It was a beautiful summer day, with the kind of warm breeze that felt like a kiss. Their mother was hanging laundry on the line, clothespins in her mouth, and she waved at them as they passed.

Dot clutched the paper in her hands, delighted by the puzzle. “Dash Dot-dot-dot-dot Dot-dash-dot…” she read to herself, then out loud she told Gus “T-H-R…”

That led to Gus telling Margaret to take “Three big steps north,” then “four baby steps east.” Margaret’s eyes were glued to the compass, and Dot’s were on the paper. Neither of them saw the big rock that tripped Dot and would have sent her sprawling if Gus hadn’t rushed in and caught her on the way down.

“Good catch!” Margaret said, laughing.

“Thank you, Gus,” Dot said quietly as he set her back on her feet.

His cheeks were bright red. “You’re welcome.”

“Come on, everybody! No dillydallying!” Margaret called, marching on.

At the end of the quest, their father had stashed a little bag of sweets. All three rushed back for another adventure, which he happily produced.

A month or so after that, when it was just the five of them at supper, Dot’s mother set her warm hand on her fingers.

“Please, Dorothy. The tapping is driving me mad.”

“But I’m spelling.”

“I know what you’re doing,” her mother said, smiling with infinite patience. “Let’s leave the spelling until after supper, please.”

From the corner of her eye, Dot saw Gus smiling. At first, she thought he was laughing at her, but then his finger silently tapped the table.
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“My grandmother was named Dorothy,” her father said then, brightening with a thought. “A very intelligent woman. We named you after her, actually. But no one ever called her Dorothy. Do you know what they called her?”

Everyone shook their heads.

“They called her Dot. And it seems to me that if you are so interested in Morse code, we could call you Dot from now on. What do you think?”

Her mother pressed the corner of her napkin to her lips. “Oh, I don’t know.”

“If it was good enough for my grandmother,” he said, “it’s good enough for our daughter.”

“Well,” she said after a moment, “if Dorothy is Dot, then Margaret, with all her exhausting energy and running around, must be Dash.”

All of them howled with laughter at that.

“What about Gus?” Dot asked.

“I just want to be Gus,” he told them.

Her mother held up her hands. “Now, now. I am only being silly. Dorothy and Margaret are perfectly beautiful names. We won’t have any of that nonsense in this house.”

To her disappointment and the girls’ delight, the nicknames had stuck. Everyone but their mother and schoolteachers used them after that day. As far as Dot could remember, the only time their mother ever called them by their nicknames was the night she proposed the idea.

Even now, most people knew them as Dot and Dash, though they were seventeen.

The sound of Mr. Meier’s engine starting up brought Dot back to the present.

“What was the problem?” she asked when Dash turned off the car.

“I must have bumped the battery post,” she replied, wiping her hands on the cloth hanging from her waist. “All’s good now. Fan belt’s perfect. Not too tight to break the bearings, just enough to fix that squeal. Mr. Meier will be happy.”

Dot closed her book and rose, glad to go. “I hope he pays you this time.”

“He doesn’t need to pay me,” Dash said, hauling open the garage door. The rain had eased off, and the last rays of sunshine burst through, resulting in a glorious rainbow. “If Sam was here instead of marching through England, he would have fixed it. It’s the least I can do.”

War was constantly in the news, more sobering by the day, and the mention of Sam Meier brought it all back. The Germans had captured Europe and set their sights on Britain. Then, in December, the conflict had come to America on the wings of Japanese dive bombers—the Aichi D3A, Dash had informed her, since she had recently developed an interest in identifying airplanes—and the Allies breathed a sigh of relief when the horrific bombing of Pearl Harbour forced the Americans into the fight as well. Sam Meier, Gus, and Fred had left to join the fight a year before that happened. In fact, most of the boys from school had signed up and shipped out, making it more and more difficult for Dot to picture the war as something very far away.

“Still. You should be compensated for your work. A man would be paid,” she insisted as they walked. “How many hours have you spent on that truck so far?”

Dot felt confident about this topic. She was paid for her work, after all. Once a week, six students plodded a mile and a half from the Centre Street School to her house for French lessons, for which each child’s mother paid Dot thirty cents an hour. She could have taught them German as well, but she had decided that was probably a bad idea nowadays. Dot was proud of having her very own savings account, and she visited the bank often to keep a close eye on the figures. So far, the only withdrawals she made were her monthly donations of two dollars to the Red Cross.

“You know, there are other ways to earn money.” Dash kicked a rock down the gravel road. “In the city, I mean. I could do that.”

Dot’s step faltered. “What are you talking about? You’d go to Toronto?”

“Lots of girls are working in the city now that the men are gone. Loads are joining the Wrens or the Women’s Army Corps. I could be a driver with them, or maybe a mechanic.” She bit her lower lip, considering. “Of course, there’s the Air Force, too, but the Wrens have such beautiful uniforms.”

Horrified, Dot grabbed her sister’s arm so she stopped in place. “You’re going to the city? To join the army?”

At least Dash had the good grace to look abashed. “Thinking about it. You could come with me.”

Dot couldn’t honestly say she was surprised, but the thought of Dash leaving filled her with anxiety. She knew her sister was restless. What else was there for a beautiful, lively young woman to do in Oshawa, other than hang out at the Four Corners or dance to a band at the Jubilee? Sure, the head office for General Motors Canada was here, but so far they hadn’t replied to any of Dash’s enquiries about work other than to say she was too young. Which was a ridiculous requisite, Dot felt, since her sister could out-mechanic anyone else, no matter their age. Even more ridiculous was that while GM was ignoring Dash, they had offered Dot a sewing job, and she was exactly the same age. Of course, Dot had declined. Dash pretended GM’s rejection didn’t matter. She said they were only making parts there, not fixing engines, which was what she liked to do. Still, Dot knew it hurt.

Without something like GM to hold Dash’s interest, Dot had secretly feared that her sister might be happier in Toronto. She’d never said anything about that out loud, because if Dash left, what choice would Dot have but to follow? Nothing frightened Dot more than the thought of a busy, noisy city full of strangers—except for a busy, noisy city without Dash.

“You’re not really going to go, are you?”

“Why not? We’re almost adults, Dot. It’s time to do something. Aren’t you bored?”

“No.”

Dash narrowed her eyes. “Don’t do that. Don’t make me feel bad for wanting more.”

“I don’t want you to leave.”

“Then come with me!”

“How long have you been thinking about this and not telling me?”

“There’s so much you could do in the city,” Dash pressed. “The military would be lucky to have you. You’d have them shipshape in no time.”

Dot dropped her eyes to the wet road. She was happy at home, living a quiet life. The last thing she wanted was change. Especially if that change separated her from her sister.

“What would I do there?”

“Anything,” Dash said, walking on. “Secretary, clerk, telephone operator… Think about it. Working isn’t just interesting, it’s our duty.”

The passion in Dash’s voice made Dot’s heart pound. She caught up to her sister. “I don’t understand,” she said quickly. “What’s so exciting about working in the city? And why is it our duty?”

“Calm down, Dot. You’re talking a mile a minute.”

Her family was always reminding her to speak more slowly. Dot tended to forget that in the heat of the moment. “Why. Is. It. Our. Duty.”

“Because women are a big part of this war now. We have to work so men can fight.”

Dot reluctantly let the idea percolate as they walked. Frankly, she’d prefer to sit out the war at home, but without Dash the house would be so bleak. It might be diverting to be a secretary, she supposed; she liked to type, her shorthand was excellent, and maybe she could help with Morse code. If they let her, she could reorganize files and folders until she was blue in the face. She did love to organize things. Her mother was always thrilled when Dot suggested she could set the kitchen to rights. Maybe whoever she worked for would have a Marconi, like the one her father had told them about. Now that would be interesting.

But no, she couldn’t go. Not only did the thought paralyze her with fear, how could she possibly leave her parents behind? Especially her father. Her mother went out with friends on occasion, but he rarely did. Dot welcomed those nights when she could have him all to herself. When he didn’t have one of his headaches, they would sit contentedly at the kitchen table in near silence, seeing who could solve the crossword first, or they’d set out a new jigsaw, or they’d share whatever other amusement caught their interest. No. Dot couldn’t possibly go to the city and leave him.

Beside her, Dash was skimming a screwdriver under the tip of her nail, cleaning out the dirt. Sensing Dot’s attention, she put her arm around her. “Calm down, silly.”

“When?” Dot demanded.

“Oh, I don’t know. I’ll go see what it’s all about in a few weeks, I guess. Why wait?”

Dot could think of a hundred reasons.

“It’s going to be fun,” Dash said with confidence. “A big adventure.”

Adventure. Well, that was just about the last thing Dot wanted to think about.
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With bobby pins between her lips, Dash ran a hairbrush through her thick, dark waves until they crackled with electricity. She gathered it all together in a practiced move, tied it with a red ribbon, and pinned the flyaways. Leaning close to the mirror, she applied lipstick, pressed her lips together, then turned her head to the side, making sure all was well. She frowned at a blemish on her cheek, but it was too late to do anything about that now.

It was also too late to change how she’d told Dot she was considering going to the city to work. The idea had been burning in her mind for months, and she felt so much better now that it was out in the open, but surely there’d been a kinder way to do it. One that wouldn’t have caused such a stricken expression to flash across her sister’s face.

Poor Dot. After their walk home that night, she’d acted like the crab Dash had chased around on their one and only beach vacation to California and disappeared into her shell. She had barely spoken a word to anyone since then. She wondered if Dot’s silence came from anger or if she was actually considering the idea of getting a job in the city, but it was impossible to know. Either way, Dash wasn’t backing down.

“I’ve waited long enough,” she told her reflection.

It felt like forever since cousin Fred, Gus, and almost all the other boys from school had shipped out to war. Their departure had left Dash as the only young mechanic left around here, which she had appreciated at first, but the shine had faded. She wanted something else now, and whatever that was, she wanted to do it anywhere but in this small town.

She thought about the boys often. Especially Fred and Gus. Fred was a pilot like his father, so he had joined the RCAF. Shortly after he’d gone, Gus had quit his job at Pedlar People sheet metal and enlisted in the army. If only Dash could have gone with them, though she knew that was impossible. Growing up, she had always preferred playing games with the boys over sitting politely with girls and discussing the weather. Her mother might cluck her tongue, but Fred and Gus never looked twice if Dash went outside on a bone-chilling day, hockey stick in her hand, skates tied over her shoulder. If she didn’t come out to play ball with them in the summer, they figured she was sick.

It ate her up that they were over there being useful, and she was doing nothing. Knitting socks didn’t count, in her opinion.

She paused, sucking in her cheeks as she regarded her image in the mirror. None of the other girls could throw a softball like she could, and they couldn’t tell a fan belt from a throttle, but Dash still knew the value of a good lipstick and a formfitting dress.

Gosh, she missed Gus. He’d been gone over a year, and even after all this time, she felt like there was an empty seat at the table when she sat down for supper. She knew Dot felt the same way, but they hadn’t spoken about him much. Dot preferred not to talk about anything to do with the war. Gus was the absolute worst at writing letters. Couldn’t he just send a little note saying he was out there somewhere, either miserable or happy? Honestly, she didn’t care which. She just wanted to know he was alive.

The door to the girls’ shared bedroom swung open, and Dot walked in. Without a word, she dropped onto her bed and pulled out a crossword book and a pencil. As she always had, Dash felt a weight lift from her shoulders with Dot around. Her sister had a gift for turning the volume down on drama, so Dash automatically calmed a bit when she was near. When she was stuck inside on rainy days, Dash could sit quietly with Dot for hours. She could even manage to get through an entire book under her sister’s influence. But not often.

The tip of Dot’s tongue peeked out between her lips as she read. A sure indicator that she was deep in thought.

“Aren’t you going to get dressed?” Dash asked. Dot bent down to scribble in an answer, oblivious. “Hello?”

Dot looked up, her eyes slightly out of focus. “Hmm?”

“Birthday dinner, remember? Are you going to get dressed?”

Dot glanced down at the grey dress with black flowers and matching belt that she almost always wore. The dress did nothing for Dot’s fair complexion, Dash thought for the hundredth time.

“What do you call this?”

“Come here,” Dash replied. Her sister never paid much attention to her appearance, but occasionally Dash liked to remind her how pretty she was. “Let’s doll you up.”

“Un minuto, per favore. I want to finish this.”

Dash peered down at the page. “Umbrella,” she said, unable to resist. “Thirteen down.”

“That’s an easy one,” Dot grumbled.

“Do the rest later. Please?” She sniffed, inhaling the scent of cloves and cinnamon from downstairs. “Smell the cake? Come on. Let’s get ready.”

“All right, all right,” Dot relented. “Do with me what you will.”

Dash loved that invitation. She flung open the wardrobe doors and went straight to her favourite emerald-green dress. The one with the most darling sweetheart neckline.

“First of all, your dress.”

Her sister gave her a look. “Are we trying to impress someone? It’s just Aunt Lou and Uncle Bob, isn’t it?”

“Come on. We’re eighteen! Let’s dress nice. Try it on.”

Dot slipped the dress over her head then let her sister paint colours on her cheeks and lips. Ten minutes later, Dash declared Dot was just as gorgeous as she was.

“You’re biased,” Dot said, but Dash could see how pleased her sister was by the discreet smile she gave the mirror. She pretended not to notice Dot straightening up the vanity behind them, making sure the lipsticks were on one side, the mascara on the other, and the two little dolls their mother had sewn for them years ago stood at the back, leaning against the mirror.

Both sisters had things they wanted to fix.

“Here they are!” Uncle Bob announced as the girls came downstairs. “I thought we were going to have to celebrate without you.”

“You can’t have a party without us!” Dash declared, making everyone laugh.

“You both look beautiful,” their mother said. “Happy birthday, girls. I made your favourites.”

Dash glanced at her father. He and Dot had a lot more in common, but Dash had her own way of communicating with him. He smiled at her and nodded in his quiet way, filling her heart.

“Mmm,” Dash said, privately winking at Dot as they went to the kitchen to retrieve the food. “Corned beef fritters. We love those.”

“Now, now.” Her father was awfully good at reading sarcasm. “There’s cake for after.”

Really, Dash didn’t mind fritters. At least there was no parsnip or carrot pudding tonight. They brought the food to the table, then Dash sat beside her uncle.

“What’s the news from Fred?” she asked him. “Where’s he flying? He’s with the RAF now, right?”

Dot frowned. “RAF? You mean RCAF.”

“Quite a few of our boys are flying for the Brits now,” her uncle explained. “Fred wrote a while back that most of their pilots are from here. Last I heard, he was in Malta, but he can’t really say much. Everything has to be kept quiet, for obvious reasons.”

“Where’s Malta?” Dash whispered to her sister.

“Little island south of Sicily,” Dot replied quietly. “East of Tunisia.”

“Why would they go there?” she asked, vaguely recalling the map.

“They’ll be blocking convoys trying to head to Tunisia or Italy,” her father put in.

“The Mediterranean must be beautiful,” Dash mused, already moving away from the geography lesson. “Did you fly over water, Uncle Bob?”

“I did. It’s beautiful as long as you make it back to the runway in one piece.”

“Bob,” Aunt Lou chided.

“And Fred is a master at that,” he said with confidence. “He’ll be just fine.”

After they finished the main course, their mother carried the spice cake to the table and set it in front of the sisters. Dash smiled dutifully around the table while her family sang “Happy Birthday” off-key. Then she cut the cake, and Dot passed the plates around.

“I am not giving you any gifts this year,” her mother declared, sitting back down and winking at their father.

The plate in Dot’s hand hovered uncertainly on its way to Aunt Lou. “That’s all right, Mom. We’re eighteen. We don’t need presents.”

Dash heartily disagreed. After all, she still gave her mother flowers for her birthday. “Why not?”

“Because, darling girl, someone else is,” her mother replied, smiling.

“Here you go,” her father said, handing Dot a box. Her face lit up when she peeked within.

“Dad! Das Geheimnis von Sittaford? Agatha Christie in German? This must have been so difficult to find! Where did you get it?” Speaking far too quickly in her excitement, Dot flipped open the front cover. “When was this published? I can’t imagine recently.”

“There were a few to choose from, but yes, they are fairly rare.” Her father radiated pleasure. “Most were translated in the thirties. I was told the Germans are still translating her work today.”

“That’s astounding,” Dot replied, digging deeper. “Oh! And what’s this? Le Meurtre de Roger Ackroyd. En Français aussi! Dad! What a treasure chest!”

Dash winced. Foreign versions of mystery novels? She and Dot might be fraternal twins, but Dot and their father were identical.

“I am so pleased you like it. Five of each language.”

“He’s been collecting them all year,” her mother said.

Dash sat expectantly, hoping her father hadn’t gathered any books for her. If he had, she’d do her very best to say how grateful she was, but books really weren’t her thing. Instead, he turned to his brother. With a flourish, Uncle Bob produced a folded piece of paper, which he handed to Dash.


To Margaret (Dash) Wilson.

FLYING LESSONS for the summer — or as long as it takes. Love, Uncle Bob



Dash stared at the page, stunned. “You mean it?”

Her uncle’s laugh rolled straight from his heart. “I never say something—or write it down—if I don’t mean it. You ought to know that. My dear niece, you will become a pilot, if that’s what you want to be. I’ll teach you just like I taught Fred, and he’s the best flyboy in the RAF.”

Dash had wanted to fly for as long as she could remember. Her mother claimed her obsession had started the moment she could walk. She wanted to be a bird, a bee, a witch on a broomstick, anything as long as she could soar in the clouds. Nearly every day of her childhood, she had climbed the big maple tree beside the house, wanting to be high above the ground. She still remembered when Gus had first arrived and she’d gone too high. Poor Gus. He’d ended up flat on his back with a broken wrist when she landed on top of him. He never did snitch on her, though. He was a true friend even then.

To this day, Dot had never climbed that tree—she seemed inexplicably content to stay on the ground—but she always came out to keep an eye on. One day, Dot and Gus had been sitting on the grass together, watching Dash in her nest. They had been about eight, so Gus was ten. Dash was working on her aim by dropping rocks into a bucket far below. Most of them were going in with noisy clunks, but quite a few littered the base of the tree.

“Gus?” Dash called. “Please?”

“Okay,” he groaned, getting to his feet, “but this is the last time.”

“Thank you,” she sang sweetly as he collected the leftover rocks. He put them into the bucket with the others then scaled the tree to exchange it with the empty one Dash held.

“Ready?” Dash asked, holding a rock in one hand.

“Aim better this time,” Gus muttered, climbing down and placing the empty bucket on the ground.

The first one landed only inches from the bucket. “Stupid rocks.”

“It’s not the rocks’ fault,” Gus said. “Lean over so you’re right over the bucket then drop it. Don’t twist your wrist.”

The next one landed perfectly in the bucket with a plop, and they all cheered.

After a few more, Dot jumped up. Something about the sound had caught her attention. “Do it again! A big one and a little one together.”

Taking careful aim, Dash dropped two at the same time.

Dot’s brow creased with concentration. “Again.”

Dash complied, and Dot grinned at Gus. “It doesn’t matter how big the rock is. They all go the same speed. Count fast, like this.” She’d tapped her finger on the back of her other hand, saying, “One-one-one-one.”

“I see,” Gus said, nodding with apparent interest.

Dash laughed, thinking how silly it was that her sister could find patterns in everything, including falling rocks. But she and Gus had gamely counted along with Dot and found, not surprisingly, that she was right. Then Dot took a furtive look around and whispered for Dash to climb even higher so she could hear if it made any difference. As Dash dropped more rocks from a precarious tree limb, Dot counted One-one-one-one Two-two—and stopped at the sound of them hitting the bucket.

When their father came out, Dot told him about her discovery while Dash descended to a safer height. He nodded, explaining that that was to do with physics and something called gravity, which did not interest Dash in the least. If she ever got a chance to fly in real life, she’d just keep on flying. Gravity wouldn’t catch her. She’d never come down.

She had flown for the very first time on their tenth birthday, when Uncle Bob took her up in his crop duster biplane, which he called Jenny. While her parents, Dot, and Gus watched nervously from the ground, Dash buzzed happily over farmers’ fields as Uncle Bob sprinkled long clouds of tiny white crystals—lead arsenate, he told her—over the plants to rid them of pests.

“Go, Jenny, go!” she cried rapturously, extending her arms like wings, swooping and tilting with the plane. It was only years later that she learned the name of the plane wasn’t an affectionate label; the aircraft was the Curtiss JN-4, nicknamed “Jenny” by the manufacturers.

After they landed on solid ground, Dash was still walking on air.

“There you are, Margaret,” her mother said, leading her off the field. “Now you’ve flown and gotten it out of your system.”

As if Dash was done with it. “I’ve flown for the first time, Mommy,” she laughed.

Uncle Bob took her up regularly after that. He even took both sisters and Gus to an Air Tour where Dash had fallen in love the rest of the way. Gus hugged Dot when she got scared of the planes and the noise, but Dash could see from his face that he was enjoying the show almost as much as she was. That beautiful summer day had been it for her. Some girls loved horses, Dot loved mysteries and puzzles; all Dash wanted was to fly.

Now Dash was eighteen, and her dream had just been handed to her on a piece of paper.

“I can’t believe it,” she said breathlessly, reading the letter again. “When can I start?”

Uncle Bob shrugged, as if he hadn’t really considered that. “Oh, I don’t know.” He turned to his wife. “What do you say, Lou? I think I’m available tomorrow morning.”

Dash sprang from her chair with a shriek and ran around the table to give him a hug. Then she hugged everyone else one by one, just because.

“You don’t need lessons,” Dot said, grinning over her sister’s shoulder. “You’re already soaring, and you haven’t even climbed into the cockpit!”
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Dot leaned against the wall, scowling at all six of her students as they slumped over the dining room table. It was this stinking summer heat, she assumed, as a drop of sweat trickled down the back of her neck. She could see from the trees through the window that there was a slight breeze outside, but she wasn’t about to move them all to the yard just for that. These lessons were not about comfort, they were about learning. She was being paid to teach, not to babysit, and she did not believe in coddling children. She made a point of working hard and was quite proud of her lesson plan: verb conjugation to start, conversational French after that, then a repeat of the earlier verb but with a different conjugation to finish.

This week’s verb was pouvoir, which ten-year-old Michael—Dot called him Michel during class, of course—had a bit of a snit over.

“Why is it que j’eusse pu?” He pronounced it “poo” just to annoy Dot. “The verb isn’t about poo. And why is it je peux?” he continued, dropping a rebellious “x” at the end. “It’s not fair that they make it up like that. It makes it too hard.”

It was a waste of time trying to reason with the boy when he got like this.

“That’s the way it is,” Dot answered cheerfully.

She glanced at the clock. The past hour had moved so slowly it felt as if the class was twice as long. Pressing on, she pulled out a piece of paper on which she had written the next lesson.

“Now let’s move on to conditional verb conjugations. Sit up tall, children. Eyes up here, please. Let’s use parler, c’est ca? Do you remember what this means? Conditional means I would talk, rather than I am talking. First, the present tense: je parlerais. Everyone together, tous ensemble maintenant. Je parlerais, tu parlerais, il parlerait…”

Anna, the eldest and brightest of her students, propped her cheek on her hand as she recited, her eyelids heavy. Michael’s feet were bouncing under the table, and though he eventually delivered the words correctly, Dot wanted to scream at the three mechanical syllables he recited, “Je par. Le. Ray. To par. Le. Ray.” Finally, the clock struck five o’clock, and she sighed with relief along with the class. She held the door for the children, and they bolted into the sweltering heat outside.

Before the lesson had started, she’d placed a glass of water in the refrigerator to chill, as she always did. Now she pulled open the wide white Maytag door, and though she knew she should always conserve electricity, she paused, savouring the delicious breath of cold air that rushed out. After a moment, she grabbed the glass and shut the door. As she gulped the water down, she spotted a couple of letters on the kitchen table. Neither was from Gus, she noted miserably.

Ten years ago, a letter had arrived that had changed all their lives. It was a hot afternoon like this, and Dash, Gus, and she had just arrived home from school. As her mother picked up the envelope from the table, she’d asked them about their days, wanting to hear what they had learned and who they played with. There was so much more to talk about once they were eight years old, and Gus was already in grade five, which was even more interesting. While she listened, she opened the envelope. Dot still recalled the sound of her mother’s little gasp, the way her palm had rushed to her mouth. Without a word, she turned from the children and retreated upstairs to her bedroom. A little later, she came back down and called the three of them to the living room.

“I have some very sad news, children.”

Her eyes were red. She’d been crying. That was alarming, since she was almost always calm and happy. Dot leaned against Dash’s side for reassurance, and her mother reached for Gus’s hands. He looked uncertain, as if he should run away.

“Gus, I’m so sorry, but your father had a terrible accident today.”

“I will help take care of him,” Dot offered immediately.

That made her mother blink quickly. “I wish you could, Dorothy. But the sad news is that your father died, Gus. He will not be coming home.”

Gus stared at her, not moving. Dot and Dash stood on either side of him, unsure what to do. Dot had never felt so miserable.

“I’m sorry, dear,” her mother said.

Gus’s chin quivered, but Dot knew he would not cry in front of them.

“Thank you,” he said.

Then he turned and walked quickly to his bedroom, quietly shutting the door behind him. Dot knocked on his door a little later. He made a sound she couldn’t interpret, so she assumed he’d invited her in. He was lying in his bed, a pillow hugged over his face. Dot’s heart was in pieces for him. If she had been crying, she wouldn’t want anyone to speak to her, but she wouldn’t want to be alone, either. Maybe he needed her to listen. She was very good at listening. So she sat at the foot of his bed, not saying a word. Eventually, he lifted the pillow and looked at her. His expression was so despondent she started to cry. He sat up and pulled her into a hug.

“Will you go away now, Gus? Are you going to leave us?”

“I hope not,” he sniffed.

“I don’t want you to go.”

Meanwhile, Dash had been hounding her parents about the very same thing. When it was time for supper, her father put his hand on Gus’s shoulder. “I’m very sorry about your father, Gus.” Then he met their mother’s gaze. She nodded, and he continued. “We would like you to live here with us as you have been. What do you think of that?”

“Yes, please,” Gus whispered.

And so he did. He stayed with them until he turned eighteen, and then he went to war. Ever since then, Dot had been waiting to hear from him. They all had. His silence concerned her greatly, though she hadn’t mentioned that to Dash. Her sister was so deliriously happy, distracted by her flying lessons, she hadn’t talked about much else lately. In turn, Dot was deliriously happy that Dash hadn’t set off to work in the city, so she kept quiet about anything that had to do with the war.

But she did miss him. Terribly. She missed the reassuring smiles he’d give her when he knew she was scared or sad, and she missed the warmth of his hugs. Without them, she found it a little harder to cheer up.

And then there was the one other thing she wasn’t talking about. Not to anyone.

A few months before he’d gone away, Dash had come home all excited about a big dance coming up. It was for anyone over sixteen, so the girls were eligible to attend. Though it sounded exciting, Dot vanished into her shell at the mere mention of it. Dash never pressed her to come, but on the day of the dance, Gus had.

“You’re not coming?”

She was in the tire swing, and he was gently pushing her.

“I don’t know how to dance.”

“I could teach you. It’s not hard.”

She’d blushed, imagining that. To teach her, he’d have to put one hand on her waist and hold on to her other one. An odd curl of heat traveled through her belly, thinking of that.

“That’s all right. I’m happy to stay home and read. You go. Dash loves to dance with you. She says you’re very good.”

Gus grabbed the rope connecting the tire to the tree, stilling the swing. “I want you to come, Dot. I want to dance with you. I won’t let anything bad happen.”

It was impossible to say no to him when he looked at her that way. So Dash had dressed her up, and Gus had driven them in their father’s car, and the only time he’d left Dot’s side was to get her a refreshment. When the piano player started crooning “The Way You Look Tonight,” Gus had come up behind her.

“Ready to try dancing?” he asked, his breath tickling her ear.

“You promise you won’t laugh at me?”

“I have never laughed at you, Dot. I never will. Unless you say something funny, that is.”

He was hard to resist. She gave him her hand, and he led her to the side of the crowd, where it wasn’t too busy. Then he was holding her, and butterflies danced in her chest while her feet tripped all over themselves. She felt strange, and she didn’t understand. She’d hugged him so many times. They’d spent loads of time talking in private. Why did this feel so different?

“It’s not hard,” he had said. “Look up here. In my eyes.”

Now, Dot’s finger circled the rim of her water glass, and she stared at its contents, lost in reflection. Gosh, she missed him. Sometimes it hurt when she thought about him. If only he would write.

At least they heard from Fred occasionally. He was very proud to be part of the Canadian squadrons that formed the RAF’s No. 6 Group, Bomber Command. He wasn’t allowed to say much more in his letters, so they were a little boring to read, but at least they heard from him.

When Dot entered the living room, her father was there already, squinting at a newspaper.

“Well,” she said, sinking into the sofa. “Class is over.”

“That sounded painful.”

“I could never teach a whole classroom. Just six of them is exhausting.” He set down his paper, and she studied him. “Are you all right? You look pale. Can I get you something?”

“No, no. I’m fine. Just a headache,” he assured her. “You know me. When the weather changes…”

The front door swung open. “What a wonderful day!” Dash cried happily.

“Shh! Dad has a headache.”

“Oh, sorry. What a wonderful day!” Dash whispered, joining them. “I was at Uncle Bob’s.”

Their father brightened at the mention of his younger brother. The two were very close, like Dot and Dash. A couple of years before the Great War had begun, cancer had taken the boys’ mother, then their father had reportedly died of a broken heart shortly after. The brothers had grown up in their grandparents’ house, but they were mostly on their own. Dash’s father had practically raised Uncle Bob, and their affection for each other had never waned.

After the war ended, Uncle Bob had married Aunt Lou, and she inherited her father’s wheat farm. Faced with a life he knew nothing about, Uncle Bob declared that he was more of a landlord than a farmer and rented about half the land to actual farmers. He sold most of the rest to the county, which had quickly planted houses rather than wheat. Before that, he’d given Dot’s father a choice of one of the lots, on which he had built his own home. As a result, the families lived about a mile and half from each other. The only substantial part of the farm Uncle Bob had kept for himself was the portion he reserved for Jenny and her own little airfield.

Dash plopped onto the sofa beside Dot, looking wildly beautiful. Her long black hair was in mad disarray beneath a beret, and her cheeks burned bright red from the wind.

“Uncle Bob showed me the instrument panel today, and I understood it pretty easily because there are a lot of similarities with automobiles. But there were new ones too, and it was so interesting. Then we went for a flight, and that was the icing on the cake.” She spread her arms out over the back of the sofa and raised her face to the ceiling. “He said I’d done well with the practical lesson, so I should sit back and enjoy myself, so I did. Honestly, I couldn’t be happier.”

“I couldn’t tell,” her father said, giving Dash one of his sweet smiles.

“You’re paying attention to Uncle Bob, right?” Dot asked, concerned. “Not just soaring around with that big grin on your face?”

“Of course! I want to learn everything so I can fly everywhere. Maybe someday I’ll fly for a living.”

Dot doubted that, but she would never say so. As much as she questioned her sister’s outrageous dreams, Dash almost always proved her wrong.

“I could teach like Uncle Bob, or I could fly people around, or…” Dash petered off, seeing Dot’s lifted eyebrow. “Don’t worry. I know those are pie-in-the-sky thoughts.”

“You can do whatever you work at,” her father assured Dash. “I’ve never seen you quit.”

“Thanks, Dad.” She leaned toward her sister, elbows on her knees. “Oh, you’d love it, Dot. The way the engine purrs, then Uncle Bob pushes the throttle in, not all at once, just kind of urging Jenny along, and she roars!”

“So it purrs, then it roars,” Dot teased. “Is it a plane or a lion?”

“Jenny the lion,” Dash mused, toying with the idea. “Will you come watch me?”

Dot wasn’t certain she could. What if something happened? Her stomach did a little flip just thinking about it.

“Please?”

There was nothing she wouldn’t do for Dash. “Of course.”

“You, too, Dad. But only when I’m ready. When I get to fly by myself, maybe you can even come up with me.”

Her father chuckled, sounding a little nervous. “Oh, I don’t know about that. I’ve done my share of flying, thank you. I will stay on the ground with your sister.”

“I can’t wait to show you!” Dash bounced.

Much as it shamed her, Dot was envious of her sister’s joy. Would she ever find anything that captivated her so entirely?

“The only thing I didn’t like today,” Dash continued, “was that Uncle Bob says we are only going to fly once a week. He doesn’t want to do it all at once. He says he has other things to do beside teaching me. Imagine!”

As she chattered away, Dot relaxed slightly. The idea of Uncle Bob limiting the lessons to once a week pleased her very much. The longer the instructions took, the longer it would be before Dash could head to Toronto for a job.
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Early one Saturday morning in mid-August, Dash gave her mother a kiss on the cheek then grabbed her green sweater on her way out the door.

“I’m off to uncle’s,” she said.

“Of course you are. Is today the big day?”

“I sure hope so.” She plucked at her sleeve. “Green’s my lucky colour.”

She didn’t have to ask what her mother meant. After weeks of lessons, they all knew Dash was more than eager to head out on her very first solo flight. She had done all the land training she could, and she’d mastered peering over Uncle Bob’s shoulder at the controls. For the last two weeks, she had taken over the controls and flown the plane with him sitting in the aft cockpit, and the sense of being in charge of her own flight had been blissful. She’d never wanted to land. When she had left his yard last time, he had suggested today might be the day when she did the whole thing by herself. She had barely caught a wink of sleep in anticipation.

It would be a warm day, she could tell, but it would be cold in the sky, with her head sticking out of Jenny’s open cockpit. Her coat hung over her arm as she headed out, her gloves in her pockets, and a scarf was jammed in one sleeve. She practically skipped the mile and a half down the sun-speckled road to Uncle Bob’s farm, figuring she could get there blindfolded, since she’d gone so many times. When she finally turned the corner at the end, Jenny came into sight, her parallel, tan wings shining in the early dawn light, her gleaming wood propeller at rest. Technically, her uncle could have moved the plane to the Oshawa airport when it had opened in ’41, especially since he was an instructor there for the Elementary Flying Training School. The RCAF had a whole fleet of seventy-five Tiger Moths there, all being used as trainers, so Jenny would have had company. But Uncle Bob had wanted to keep her nearby.

Today’s airplanes looked so different from the old biplanes, she thought, approaching the field. With their single wings and aerodynamic shapes, they couldn’t help but impress. But Jenny was a classic. Dash skimmed her palm over the smooth fuselage, admiring her simplicity. Instead of painting the plane’s entire cockpit and fuselage that bright lemon yellow many others had, Uncle Bob kept his plane an understated olive green with a pale blue fuselage. She was already such a fine-looking airplane, he said. A natural beauty. There was no need to dress her up.

“Shall we fly, you and I?” she asked the plane, tapping a wing, then she turned, hearing her uncle approach. His shoulders were uncharacteristically hunched.

“Good morning!” she called cheerily, hoping she was misreading him.

“Bad news, Dash.”

Her heart sank. “Oh no. What’s wrong?”

“I’m a little under the weather. Don’t plan to fly today.”

So much for her lucky sweater. “I hope you feel better soon.”

He stopped beside the plane and leaned against the fuselage. “You can’t lean on me forever, you know. So I thought today I’d leave the flying to you, start to finish. I’ll watch from here.”

Dash caught her breath, then anticipation rushed in. “My first solo flight? Really?”

“You think you’re ready?”

Her whole body tingled with excitement. “Don’t you worry about me, Uncle Bob. I was born ready.”

“Oh, I do know that about you. All right. Up you get,” he said, helping her onto the lower wing. “I’ll do the walk-around checks, you do yours, then you can go.”

Her palms were sweating as she lowered herself into the cockpit and eyed the seven familiar glass dials on the instrument panel. Automatically, her mind traced the routine of starting the plane: slide the green fuel lever forward to let fuel into the cylinders, press this valve on the carburetor… While she went over her checklist for inside the plane, Uncle Bob strode around the outside inspecting flaps, rudder, wheels, propeller, tires, and everything else. She knew it would all be fine, but he’d made it very clear to her that doing the checks every single time was the most important thing she could do.

Once she was done, Dash snapped her helmet on, then she pressed the little lever to prime the fuel line.

Satisfied, Uncle Bob stood alongside and looked up. “You ready?”

She fastened her seat belt, fingers vibrating with adrenaline. “Roger.”

“How on earth do you know to say Roger?”

“Dot told me. I can’t believe you even need to ask. She knows everything.”

“What did she tell you about that?”

“Well, she said that when a telegraph is sent in Morse code, the receiver always sends back confirmation that they received the telegraph, so they tap in the letter ‘R’ for Received. Then, when they started using two-way radios, they used the phonetic alphabet, like Able, Baker, Charlie, Dog for ABCD.”

He was grinning. “Go on. This is fascinating.”

“The rest is common sense.”

“Oh? Give an old man a clue.”

“Well, Roger is phonetic for ‘R’. If you’re already using ‘R’ for Received in a telegraph, that means you use Roger for two-way conversation.”

“Dot told you all that?”

“She could put an encyclopedia to shame.”

That made him laugh. “She might know everything in the books, but she doesn’t know how to fly, does she?”

He stepped to the front and pulled the propeller down in a few revolutions, pushing fuel into the plane’s workings. When he nodded, she reached outside of the cockpit to flip the ignition switch on, then she lowered her goggles.

In his smile she saw a rare flash of her father, full of pride. “Ready?”

“Contact,” she called, and he gave the propeller a final revolution.

It caught, spinning so quickly it gave the illusion of stalling. The engine roared to life, vibrating under and around her, surrounding her in noise and filling her with a sort of breathless euphoria. From her perch, she watched her uncle pull out the chocks, the little triangles that held the wheels in position while the plane was parked, then he gave her a stiff salute and Dash was on her own. At first, a cold uncertainty flipped in her belly, but it was replaced immediately by fire. The plane bumped along the tarmac, taxiing to the start of the runway, then she faced Jenny’s nose into the wind, lining her up for takeoff. Ahead stretched a long, open road, then the vast sky she longed to be a part of. If only her family was here to watch. She increased the RPMs to 1000, and the plane growled with impatience. Her pulse raced with it.

“Let’s go, Jenny,” she said out loud. “It’s you and me now.”
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