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February 1943

Sweetwater, Texas

Bethany Parker swiped at the tears on her cheeks. She’d lost her handkerchief, as usual, so she sniffed hard. She didn’t mind using her hands to dab her eyes and face, but there was no way she was going to use them to wipe her nose.

She sniffed again.

“How could she just leave like that?” Bethany wondered out loud.

“She had to go. It was what she had to do to help win the war,” said Mags, handing over a spare hanky.

Margaret Wells was Bethany’s best friend. No one but her grandmother called her Margaret, and Mags wouldn’t answer to it if anyone else tried. It was Mags or Maggie, or you could consider yourself ignored.

Bethany—who didn’t like nicknames, especially “Beth” because she thought it sounded like a cat coughing up a hairball—smiled her thanks. Mags always carried an extra handkerchief just for her.

“No, Mags. There had to be another way. She didn’t have to leave.”

Mags sighed. Bethany knew her friend was tired of this conversation. They’d been talking about the movie all week.
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The two girls buttoned up their coats as they pushed opened the door of the movie theater and stepped out onto the sidewalk. They had just seen Casablanca for the second time. Even though they had known what was going to happen, they still cried when Ingrid Bergman got on the plane and left Humphrey Bogart.

Maggie would have gotten on the plane.

Bethany would have stayed with Humphrey Bogart.

But it was too cold to stand around talking about it any more. Bethany’s father always said there were two seasons in Sweetwater—hot and cold. And right now, it was cold. Very, very cold.

Snow lay in dirty heaps on both sides of Main Street, and the wind whistled between the buildings and down the girls’ collars, making them shiver.

Mags turned right, headed for home, and Bethany turned left. She and Mags lived only a block and a half apart, but Bethany never went straight home anymore. She always stopped at the post office first.

There might be a letter from Andrew.

So far, her brother had written every week since he’d been gone—just a little more than a year now. He had joined the Army right after the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor and was gone by Christmas. Now they had spent two Christmases without Andrew, and Bethany missed him terribly. He was flying planes for the Air Corps and she was proud of him. But she missed him.

It seemed she missed him more all the time. Mamma said that not knowing when they would see him again (she never said “if”) made it worse. But whenever Mamma said that, Papa always said, “Sure we know when we’ll see him again—when we win the war.”

But nobody knew when that would be.

Folks talked about it all the time. Sometimes it seemed like the only thing anyone ever talked about anymore—at the café and after church, at Papa’s barbershop, at the post office. Even on the radio and in the movies, it was war, war, war. Casablanca was about the war. Thinking about that made Bethany sniff again.

Mags was wrong. There just had to be a way for Ingrid Bergman to help win the war and stay with Humphrey Bogart.

Bethany hurried on down the street, her head bent into the wind and her hand clutching her collar tight. The cold could not get at her neck, but it did whoosh up her skirt.

One of these days, she thought, I am going to wear pants to school no matter what Mamma thinks, and Mamma can just go ahead and have that conniption fit. Come to think of it, Bethany wasn’t sure just exactly what a conniption fit was. If Mamma had one, what would happen? Would she foam at the mouth? Would she turn purple with green spots? I guess I could just ask Mamma, Bethany thought. But somehow, that did not seem like a good idea.

When Bethany finally reached the post office, her teeth were chattering. The walk couldn’t have taken more than ten minutes, but the temperature made it seem three times that long. She was so eager to get out of the wind that she flung the door open harder than she intended. It banged back on its hinges, and a great gust of icy air followed her into the building.

That earned her a frown from Mrs. Petrie, who had just picked up a package. Mrs. Petrie was always frowning about something, though. Bethany just closed the door, smiled sweetly, and headed to the counter.

Mr. Robinson, the postmaster, was waiting for her.

“Letter from Andrew, Bethany. Be sure to give him our best.” He handed over the letter.

“Thanks, Mr. Robinson. We’ll tell him,” she said.

“You know, Bethany, we do deliver the mail. You don’t have to come in here every day,” Mr. Robinson told her.

Bethany nodded. She knew.

[image: image]

But she didn’t want to wait. She wanted to get the letter as soon as it arrived. Checking for mail at the post office also gave her an excuse not to go straight home from school every day, and that increased her chances of catching an afternoon movie with Mags. Bethany loved the movies.

She slipped the letter into her coat pocket and then remembered that was the pocket where her handkerchief had been—and she had lost the handkerchief. Better not put the letter there, she thought. Instead, she unbuttoned her coat and put the letter in her skirt pocket. That should keep it safe.

Buttoning up again, she smiled at Mrs. Petrie, who was talking with Mrs. Collins. Probably complaining about ill-mannered young women, Bethany thought grumpily. No, she decided, they were most likely talking about the war. Mrs. Petrie’s sons, all three of them, were in the Army, and Mrs. Collins’s oldest son had just joined the Navy.

Bethany left the post office and hurried back the way she had come. With the wind at her back, it didn’t seem quite so cold. Three more blocks and she’d turn right on Maple Street.

Bethany never had understood why it was called Maple Street; there were no maple trees on it. There were no maple trees in all of Sweetwater or the whole of Nolan County, as far as she could tell.

Whenever she brought it up, though, Mamma said she’d be better off spending the time thinking about her geometry (or whichever subject she was having trouble with in school that year; this year it was geometry).

But Mamma never answered the question about the maple trees. So far, no one ever had.

Maple Street was where Papa’s barbershop was, though, so that’s where she was headed. Bethany told herself she wanted to stop and tell Papa about the letter from Andrew, but she knew she was really hoping for a ride home.

She was almost there, to Maple Street, when a movement on the other side of Main Street caught her eye. It was a woman getting out of a taxi at the Bluebonnet Hotel.

Oh my gosh, it’s Ingrid Bergman! thought Bethany. The movie she had just seen was still fresh in her mind.

A longer look convinced her the woman was not the gorgeous star of Casablanca. But who could she be? No one in Sweetwater looked like that.

The woman had on a raccoon coat. At least, Bethany thought it was a raccoon coat. She had never actually seen one up close. And, was that slacks that the woman was wearing? It was! Mamma would have a conniption. An image of her mother foaming at the mouth popped into Bethany’s mind, and she shook her head to get rid of the vision.

By now the woman had disappeared inside the hotel. Who was she? Bethany just had to know.

She crossed the street and ran into the hotel—and smacked right into the woman from the taxi. No wait, it was a different woman—slim and elegant like the other, but dark-haired. The woman outside had been blondish.

As Bethany looked around for the woman she had first seen, she realized the hotel lobby was full of women who had that same look, that look of not being from Sweetwater. There must be at least two dozen of them! What was going on?!

All of a sudden, she remembered the woman she had bumped when she ran into the hotel. The woman was crouched on the floor, gathering the scattered contents of her purse. Bethany dropped down beside her and picked up a tube of lipstick.

“Hi. I’m sorry I ran into you,” she said, handing over the lipstick. It was Ravenous Red. Nobody in Sweetwater wore Ravenous Red lipstick.

“What are you?” Bethany blurted, then blushed. She figured her face must have turned redder than the lipstick she had just returned. She had meant to say, “Who are you?”

But the woman did not take offence. She just laughed and said, “Why I’m Josephine Nicholson from California, and I’m a pilot. Who and what are you?”

“I’m Bethany Parker and I’m twelve and I live here in Sweetwater and are you really a pilot? My brother’s a pilot.” Bethany’s words just tumbled out. The woman was a pilot like Andrew!

“Hello, Bethany. Nice to meet you,” said Josephine Nicholson from California. She snapped her purse shut and stood up. “Yes, I am a pilot. We’re all pilots,” she said, gesturing around the room with a graceful sweep of her arm. “We’re here to fly for the war.”

Bethany did not know what to say. Women flying for the war? Flying like Andrew? Flying in Sweetwater?

“You mean you’re going to go and drop bombs on the Germans?” she asked. That’s what Andrew did.

“No,” said Josephine Nicholson from California. “We’re going to fly the planes here at home so the men can go fight overseas. But first, we’ve got to learn to fly the Army way.”

What did that mean? Bethany started to ask, but the pilot interrupted her.

“Look,” the pilot continued. “I’ve got to get settled here, but we’ll be staying at the hotel for a while until they make room for us out at the base. Why don’t you come back and visit me tomorrow?”

“Really?” asked Bethany.

“Really. Drop by tomorrow after school.”

“Can I bring a friend?” asked Bethany, thinking of Mags.

“Absolutely.”
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“Papa, guess what! You’ll never guess! There are women pilots at the Bluebonnet Hotel. They’re going to fly for the war!” cried Bethany, bursting into her father’s barbershop on Maple Street.

She had forgotten all about the maple trees and the lack of them in Sweetwater.

Instead, her mind was filled with images of elegant women in the open cockpits of airplanes, their hair fluttering in the wind as they swooped and zoomed in the air over her hometown.

She imagined she was one of them, with a flowing white scarf around her neck like the pilots in the movies always wore. Her plane would be a lovely purple, she decided. If there could be a Red Baron, why not a Purple Baroness? Bethany saw herself in the cockpit. As she flew, she peered ahead through the clouds. Finally, she spotted her prey. It was the Red Baron! She swooped down on him, firing her machine gun as she went.

Rat-a-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat! Rat-a-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat! Rat-a-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat!

He was hit! As his plane plunged downward, the Red Baron looked up at Bethany and saluted. He knew he had been beaten by the best. Bethany, the Purple Baroness, had saved the day.

As she returned his salute, Bethany remembered that she was not flying an airplane. She was not the Purple Baroness.
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No, she was standing in her father’s barbershop, and she had just saluted Papa, Mr. McBeath who was getting his hair cut, and three other men sitting in the shop. There were always people in the barbershop, even if no one wanted a haircut. They sat around and talked—mostly about the war these days.

For the second time that afternoon, Bethany blushed. Ravenous Red, she thought, as the men chuckled. Bethany hated being laughed at. She was glad they didn’t know about the Purple Baroness.

“Well, Parker, it looks like the war really is coming to the home front now,” Mr. Baines said to her father. “Does your wife salute you, too? Or is it only your daughter?”

The men, including her father, laughed again. Bethany really hated being laughed at. She closed her eyes and imagined it was Mr. Baines in the plane she had shot down.

“So, Bethany, how do you happen to know about the women pilots?” Papa asked. “They just got here.”

She explained, leaving out the part about how she first thought one of the women was Ingrid Bergman and the part about making Josephine Nicholson from California spill her purse. She’d been laughed at quite enough for one day, thank you.

Bethany also decided not to mention the fact that she was going back to the hotel to visit the pilots tomorrow. If no one knew, she reasoned, no one could tell her not to go.

“I’ll tell you what,” Mr. Baines was saying. “We’re in for a world of trouble now. Those women will be crashing left and right, you wait and see. I bet they’ll be knockin’ down the telegraph wires and landin’ on the courthouse square. No one will be safe.”

Mr. McBeath shook his head. The sudden movement made Bethany’s father nick the man’s ear with his barber scissors.

“My fault, Parker. Sorry,” Mr. McBeath said.

While Bethany’s father got a plaster for the cut, Mr. McBeath turned in the barber chair so he could keep talking to Mr. Baines.

“Now what makes you say that?” he asked. “All those women are qualified pilots. They’re just coming here for a little extra training. It won’t be any different than what we’re already used to.”

Pilots had been coming to Sweetwater to learn to “fly the Army way” for almost a year. But until now, all the pilots had been male.

Last year the town council had leased the city airport to the War Department for just one dollar. Papa had said it was the town’s patriotic duty. The War Department needed a place to train pilots, and whoever was in charge thought Sweetwater was the perfect place. Bethany always wondered why. It’s not that she didn’t like her hometown, but pilots were glamorous and Sweetwater definitely was not, she thought.

She remembered that Mr. McBeath’s newspaper, the Sweetwater Reporter, wrote all about it, then sponsored a contest to give the airfield a new name. Nice old Mr. Pettigrew had suggested Avenger Field. With the terrible bombing at Pearl Harbor still so fresh in everybody’s minds, his entry was declared the winner. People wanted to avenge all those deaths. Bethany’s mother had said she thought the name was too bloodthirsty. But most everyone else liked it. Bethany liked it.

Since the renaming, lots of pilots had come to Sweetwater. Some came all the way from Canada. Some even came from England. Bethany liked the way the English pilots talked—just like Errol Flynn in the movies. She saw the English pilots in town sometimes, at the movies or shopping at Levy’s Department Store.

Andrew was in England now. He lived there and flew a plane that dropped bombs on those stupid Nazis. Bethany wondered if Andrew would sound like the English pilots when he came home.

If he came home.

Bethany never said “if” in front of Mamma. But she always thought it.

She wondered what Andrew would think of these women pilots.

They had seen a woman pilot once before, a long time ago, before the war. Bethany had been eight. The woman looped the loop in an enormous biplane out at the airport, the one that got renamed Avenger Field.
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