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“It smelled funny. That’s not funny as in ‘ha ha’, that’s funny as in odd. It had that 

coppery flavor of blood.” 

 

That was our introduction. From out of nowhere, her eyes cleared and she looked right at 

me when she made this pronouncement. Roz was old enough to be my grandmother. 

Heck, she was actually old enough to be my great grandmother. I met her during a trip to 

visit the elder patients of La Grange Viejo which is an old people’s home where I live. 

They go there when they have a hard time taking care of themselves and all of that.  

 

Me... I was in it for the merit badge, but got so much more than I’d bargained for. 

 

“What smelled like blood?” I asked, seeing only a thin little old Fox in a wheel chair. I 

was being nice, of course, and never realized I was opening a door that’d been closed for 

a long long time.  

 

“The cockpit of that Thunderbolt.” 

 

“As in airplane?” I asked in my innocence. Suddenly it was like watching a film of us 

rather than experiencing it as one of the participants. My brain just sort of left my body. 

 

“You bet, as in airplane,” she replied, “We were some of the first to fly’em too.” 

 

A nurse stopped by and gave Roz a box of Kleenex to hold onto. She had no lower teeth, 

so occasionally she’d drool just a bit. 

 

“You flew Thunderbolts?” I asked again. I didn’t know if I should laugh from a bad joke 

being played on me, or just... well... or just. 

 

“I said so didn’t I?” 

 

“But you’re old.” 

 

She cackled a good laugh over that one. “I wasn’t old back then Jasper. In fact, I wasn’t a 

whole lot older than you and I was quite a looker too. You would’a fallen all over 

yourself trying to get me to dance with you. I used to do a pretty good jitterbug.” 

 

I pulled a chair up and sat down looking all cool in my Wolf Scout uniform. At least I 

thought I was cool. The thought that I might actually learn something on this field trip 



never even occurred to me. It was only meant to be one more merit badge; and that was 

all. ‘Old people day’ as we called it, or more properly, ‘Tend to the Elderly’, was just 

something that came up once a year. “So how hard was it to fly?” 

 

“It was brutal in a dog fight, but a good cruiser when you were flying straight and level. 

You had to be strong and you had to mind the torque of the engine or it would flip you 

right over. In the air it rolled really fast. As puny as you are you’d have had a hard time 

controlling her right enough.” 

 

“Puny? I’m puny?” 

 

She looked at me and smiled. “How many pushups can you do?” 

 

I puffed out my chest and told her ‘twenty’ which was a requirement for a physical 

fitness badge.  

 

“I could do over a hundred,” she told me. “I could also do over a hundred chin-ups as 

well as run ten miles just about flat out.” 

 

She looked at me and her expression said she wanted to know what I was made of. 

“Twenty chin ups and maybe a mile,” I fessed up. 

 

“Well at least you’re honest. I like that in a person.” 

 

She asked that I push her wheelchair to the library where it was quiet so we could talk. I 

looked around for my pack mates, but they were all off doing something or other and 

there we were all alone except for the occasional nurse. So I did as she asked. Once there 

she pulled a picture album off of a book case full of them.  

 

“These are what’s left of a whole bunch of people’s memories. They’re full of pictures 

that no one really knows or understands anymore. They don’t really get a whole lot of 

attention. This one is mine. I wish I had more pictures, but I’m lucky to have this many. 

Cameras were expensive, developing the pictures even more so, and then again, most 

times you weren’t allowed to have one with you in any case. If they ever suspected you 

might be a spy you were in a whole lot of trouble.” 

 

She patted the book as if it were an old friend. In hind sight, I suppose it was. I helped her 

out of the wheelchair and we sat in a love seat that seemed just made for the two of us. 

The picture album fit perfectly between us and she began on the very first page. 

 

“This picture shows the day I was authorized to fly as a ferry pilot. We had to go to flight 

training just like the boys did. That’s me in my uniform looking all fit and trim. I was 19 

years old and what qualified me to be a WASP was a private pilot’s license and time in a 

Piper Cub. They didn’t much care that you didn’t have a lot of time on the aircraft; all 

they cared about was getting the airplanes overseas. So long as you could keep the wings 

level you were in.” 



 

“What kind of aircraft did you ferry over?” I asked. 

 

“What kind did the Air Corp fly?” she asked in return. 

 

“B-17?”  

 

“Good flyer but utilitarian.” 

 

“What’s that mean?” 

 

“It means ‘no-frills’. You got your guns and your bombs, but there wasn’t a whole lot in 

creature comforts. You wore a heated flight suit or you froze to death. The B-24 was 

similar but a flying truck.” 

 

“And the P-51?” I asked. It was always one of my favorites. 

 

“She was a dancer sure enough and a pleasure to fly.” The old vixen thumbed back a few 

pages and showed me one of her standing before a polished P-51. “I think I did ten of 

those... probably ten P-38’s and ten P-40’s. Ten seemed to be a good number for me.” 

 

“How could you do so many? I mean... as I recall you had to fly up the coast to 

Newfoundland, then to Greenland, and from there on to England.” 

 

“We flew in groups. That made it less likely that we might get lost.” 

 

“I remember a story about someone finding a B-17 and five P-38’s in the ice of a 

glacier.” 

 

“Less likely isn’t completely foolproof,” she assured me with a pat on the wrist. “There 

were those who didn’t make it all the way. We had emergency kits in case we had to 

ditch, but the ocean up there is too cold. Most you’ll last is three minutes. They say it’s a 

gentle way to go. Course they say a bullet to the head don’t hurt either.” 

 

At this point I was totally embroiled in her story. This was stuff I never knew. “How 

could you do that?” 

 

“It was a war Junior. You do what you have to do in a war. It works best if you believe 

yourself to already be dead. Then it’s all right. Most times it doesn’t come to that. The 

larger aircraft were safer, though, because they had more than one engine, but even they 

could run out of fuel.” 

 

I didn’t know what to say. All I could do was blink. That’s when she opened the album to 

the picture she wanted. Looking down I found a young good looking vixen standing in 

front of a huge Thunderbolt. On the side of the fuselage was an image of a large tub 

overflowing with dark clouds shooting lightning bolts in several different directions. 



Under the image were the words, ‘Tub ‘O’ Thunder’. Also along the fuselage were a 

whole lot of bullet holes. 

 

“Pretty  impressive ain’t she?” 

 

“Oh yeah,” I agreed quickly. “And that’s you?” 

 

“I told you I was good looking. The guards all liked me so I was allowed to take this one 

picture. They knew the truth so I was sort of a celebrity on this particular base.” 

 

“Truth?” 

 

“Look closer at the airplane, Junior, and you’ll see a whole lot of holes in the hull.” 

 

“The battle damage,” I agreed, nodding towards the image. “I saw that. What happened to 

the pilot?” 

 

“I came out of it without a scratch,” she told me with that Foxy sly smile. 

 

“But you said you were a ferry pilot. Besides that, females weren’t allowed to fly 

combat... were they?” 

 

“Nope, we weren’t.” She winked at me. “As the sailors say, however... any port in a 

storm. I was in a group ferrying P-38’s and my right engine developed an oil pressure 

problem so I had to feather it. Even though we were close to our destination, I opted to 

divert to the closest airfield which happened to be RAF Steeple Morden. I’d delivered 

there before and knew most of the ground crews by first name. They also had a very good 

officer’s club there, which might, or might not have tempered my decision.” 

 

“I don’t drink,” I told her. 

 

“Yet,” she replied with a wink. “That aside, I was surprised that the airfield was 

completely empty when I landed. The tower seemed actually happy to see me and I was 

led by a flagged jeep to a parking spot right next to a chewed up looking P-47.” 

 

“Tub’O’Thunder?” 

 

“None other. No sooner had I rolled back the cockpit on the Thirty Eight and the officer 

in the back of the jeep was shouting for me to ‘Get the blank out of the cockpit now!’ 

Thinking I was in trouble for diverting, I did as ordered and scrambled out without even 

unbuckling from my parachute.” She looked back down at the picture and smiled. 

“Taking me by the arm, the Dodo,” she winked at me, “That was out term for the officers 

who didn’t wear any wings on their collar, and high steps me right on over to that 

Thunderbolt and tells me to get in. ‘All the boys are gone to escort the bombers, and we 

just got a call there’s a flight of German aircraft headed for the field. We have nothing 



between them and us except this one aircraft.’ Of course I asked where the pilot was and 

that fella told me his name was Eustis Hare and he was in the hospital.” 

 

“They had Hares flying fighters?” I asked in my innocence. 

 

“I heard the Brits had an ace who was an English Stag. He was actually quite famous 

too.” 

 

I nodded, and went back to listening. By that time I was full into her story and almost felt 

a part of it all. 

 

“Eustis had been jumped just off the coast and barely managed to get his aircraft back to 

base. When they pulled him out he was quite unconscious and near death. That’s why the 

cockpit smelled so of blood. 

 

That Dodo told me I had just fifteen minutes to get airborne and up to where I could get 

the jump on the incoming bombers. As I got ready, I found the Bolt only had half a load 

of fuel and about three quarters ammunition. She was as the hare had brought her in.  

 

Once I had the engine started, which was pretty easy as it was still warm, I shouted down 

to the officer and asked him what I should do. 

 

‘Give’em a head shot or a tail shot so you won’t have to guess deflection. Good luck and 

give’em hell!’ 

 

I’d flown the 47 a few times before so I was wise to her strength. Taking off I let her 

control the situation, keeping the throttle back just enough that the wings stayed level. As 

soon as the tail was up I nudged backwards on the stick and she was airborne. Putting the 

gear up I kept her like that to the end of the runway to build up my speed, and then went 

full nose up, letting her climb like one of those rockets the bastards were beginning to lob 

towards England. At Angel’s fifteen I leveled out and began looking for the inbound 

bogies. That Dodo’s voice kept ringing in my head; ‘Give’em hell... give’em hell... 

give’em hell!’  I suppose it only took me about five minutes to catch motion in the 

distance, but it felt like hours. The whole time my eyes kept moving between sky, 

instruments, and mirror like I’d been trained. Being nothing was behind me, and I had no 

idea at all about tactics, I simply poured on the coals and held on tight. 

 

The Bolt had a lot of power, and in a dive it could put on speed better than any other 

plane I’d flown.” She gripped my wrist then and gave me a sly smile. “Of course I never 

really had the opportunity to find out about the others because that was against orders 

unless you had to; wings straight and level and all that silly stuff.” 

 

“What happened next?” 

 

“Well… I was on the bombers before I could count to ten. I actually had to think about 

flipping the gun safety off during the dive. I suppose I opened up far too early and held 



the trigger down too long, but the bomber I was streaking towards disintegrated right in 

front of my eyes. It was all I could do to not to fly through the wreckage. I’d no more 

cleared off and there was the sound of tin and glass buzzing past my head. I jinked left 

just as one of those yellow nosed bastards streaked by.” 

 

“What does that mean?” 

 

“What does what mean?” 

 

“Yellow nosed bastard.” 

 

“Oh… they don’t do that sort of thing anymore do they? The Germans had a custom, or 

rite of passage.  When a pilot got five kills, thus becoming an ace, he was allowed to 

paint the nose of his aircraft yellow.” 

 

“You mean the prop spinner?” 

 

“Oh heavens no… the whole nose. That way the enemy knew who they were tangling 

with.” 

 

I nodded my understanding and she continued. 

 

“I pulled hard on the stick and gave her as much rudder as I could, trying to get back 

around to the bombers. Next thing I know I’ve got tracers whizzing past the cockpit 

again. Somehow the bling blanger cut me off and got behind me.” 

 

“Were you afraid?” 

 

“I was scared out of my mind.” 

 

“Were you angry?” 

 

“You bet I was.” 

 

She paused a moment and thumbed through her picture book looking at a few of the 

images contained there. 

 

“Are you all right Roz?” I asked softly. 

 

“At that moment… that one moment, you don’t know what to do. Do you try to climb? 

Should you dive jinking left and right. And then, there he was flying next to me. I can see 

the iron cross hanging at his neck. He saluted me, and that’s when I understood he felt I 

was a fish in the barrel to be shot from the sky. That’s when I truly got angry Junior. 

Right then… right at that moment, I gave him a two fingered salute and flung my aircraft 

at him. 

 



We collided, but he was quicker than I was and the collision wasn’t much more than a 

scrape of the paint. Maybe he was low on fuel or something, or maybe I rattled him real 

good, but he took off for the coast. When I got my wits about me, I looked for the 

bombers, and found they’d scattered too. 

 

This was also when I realized I was still alive and that big old Pratt & Whitney engine 

was still ticking right along.  

 

I landed. The Dodo thanked me. And then I was sworn to secrecy and given a week off. 

After that, it was back to the states and another trip bringing another aircraft over.” 

 

“But you shot down a bomber, Roz.” 

 

“They gave the kill to Eustis. He died, and they told me it would be more proper to send 

him home with something to his credit.” 

 

“But that’s not fair!” 

 

“It was a war Junior… and life just ain’t fair in a war.” 

 

***** 

 

About a month later, my dad points out a newspaper article about an old war bird that’s 

going to make a fly through to our town. It was found in the desert where it had been 

relegated post war to target duty for practice strafing runs. Apparently the fates had 

different plans for it since a copse of cactus had grown up around the fuselage and it only 

had a few holes in it. There was even a picture, and the name on the side of the aircraft 

said it all; ‘Tub ‘O’ thunder’. I got so excited I was dancing around the living room, and 

when I could, I told him Roz’s story. 

 

He, in turn, called the newspaper and told them, so when the war bird touched down, we, 

and pretty much the entire town was out there to greet it; and Roz was right up front. 

There was even to be a ‘special’ guest speaker who was making the rounds with the 

aircraft as a promotion to a book he’d written concerning his time flying in the war. This 

turned out to be none other than the ‘yellow noses bastard’ himself. 

 

In time, after everyone had been allowed to inspect the aircraft, and especially Roz whom 

I personally helped and escorted while wearing my very best scout’s uniform, he and a 

group of the town’s dignitaries (including our own dear old Fox who the town fathers had 

asked to give a little speech), climbed up on the small stage that had been built. The 

former ace proudly stood at the microphone and did give a most stirring speech about air 

combat during the war. “One of the hardest dogfights I ever had,” he finally said, “Was 

against this very aircraft.”  

 

He then told his side of the story.  

 



“Having flown to the extent of my fuel, and not being successful in shooting the aircraft 

down, I flew up next to where the pilot could see me and saluted him. He saluted back, 

and then we both departed the scene back to our airfields.” 

 

“THAT’S A LIE!” Roz yelled at him. 

 

The old Wolf, keeping the calm that had obviously gotten him to the ranking of ace, 

looked over at the equally old Fox and asked, “Was war das?” (What was that?) 

 

Ros actually got out of her chair without my help and stood ram rod straight as she glared 

at her old adversary. “I saluted you all right, but it was far from civil… I only gave you 

two fingers, and then I rolled my airplane at you, trying to take you down.” 

 

The Wolf smiled at her, and said plainly into the microphone, “Only the pilot flying this 

aircraft that day would have known this. It is the reason I gave the other version of the 

story… waiting to be contradicted with the truth.” He then looked full at Roz and said 

very plainly, “That way I would know I was speaking with the real pilot. I especially 

never would have guessed such a competent and challenging pilot would be a vixen.” 

 

Sure the compliment might seem underhanded, but it was not meant that way at all. 

Coming to full attention, he saluted her as a pilot and an equal. Roz, with tears in her 

eyes, saluted him back. Heck… we all had tears in our eyes. 

 

After this odd but very stirring reunion, both of them were given a ride in ‘Tub ‘O’ 

Thunder’ as she’d been fitted with an extra seat just for this purpose. 

 

And then, at Roz’s insistence, I was given a special ride too… I just wish Roz could have 

been the pilot. 

 

They were a great bunch of gals. 


