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Praise for HIGHWAY to the SKY


“Highway to the Sky is a motivational primer for anyone growing up and looking ahead to what might be there for them. Her vivid and colorful descriptions of her early flight training and the Canadian landscape are very picturesque . . . She inspires the reader to understand the sky is the limit and to stay true to your own dreams and ideals—good advice for any endeavor.”


—BECKY CONDON, US Navy/Delta Air Lines 757/767ER Captain Ret'd


“In this compelling memoir, Lola Reid Allin takes us into the sky, the clouds, the exhilarating joys—and a few terrors—of flying. Coming of age in the early 1970s, her path is a quagmire of misogyny in every form. Her personal life throws more missiles at her, from parental disapproval to domestic violence made worse by police indifference. This story is a page turner . . . She keeps us engaged all the way to the last page.”


—ELLEN BARKER, author of Still Needs Work


“Granted access into the mind of a bright young girl, we see the world through Lola’s eyes, feel the frustration of her own restrictions, and her awareness of the unnatural constraints on her mother and grandmother’s life. An engaging memoir of boldness, determination, and an honest rendering of how painful it can be to be among the first in a field. Lola writes bravely. She doesn’t sugar coat, minimize, or make excuses for the various behaviors she encounters from men in flying. And she triumphs.”


—PATTY BEAR, USAF, airline pilot, and author, From Plain to Plane


“Lola Reid Allin has woven together a brilliant memoir that profiles her life as a young aviator during a time when being a female pilot was not a common career choice. It is a great read for someone looking for inspiration and a lesson in the importance of believing in yourself and not letting life’s arrows or downturns influence your drive.”


—CHERYL STINSON RODO, author of Blind Trust: Winner, Sinner


“Highway to the Sky narrates Lola Reid Allin’s successful quest to follow her passion while facing challenges and naysayers. Lola skillfully tells her story of transforming her life from ho-hum job to successful pilot at a time when women were expected to stay at home. I loved the view from the cockpit and cheered Lola on, applauding her tenacity and spirit while empathizing with her frustration with a culture that devalues women. She’s a wonderful role model for any woman who wants to make positive change in her life.”


—KAREN GERSHOWITZ, author of Travel Mania and Wanderlust


“Highway to the Sky is the compelling story of a smart, strong, and independent young woman who dared defy the expectations of family, friends, and society to pursue her dreams and live her life as she chose. Lola’s story will resonate with anyone who has joyfully slid into a relationship full of love and promise and then faced the challenge of extricating oneself from that relationship upon discovering it to be toxic and even dangerous.”


—NANCY LESNIEWSKI, Director of Membership Development, United Aqua Group (retired)


“That several exceptional women have been able to shirk off this sexism and, not only enter but thrive within these male-dominated areas, is a testament to their ability, integrity, and tenacity. Lola is one of those women.”


—ELIZABETH IVES-RUYTER, former flight instructor and retired Assistant Crown Attorney
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“When everything seems to be going against you, remember that the airplane takes off against the wind, not with it.”


—Henry Ford
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ODE TO JOY







“Help me, Lola!” The volume and pitch of Joy’s usually velvet voice increases with each word and feels like an ice pick puncturing my eardrum. “Please! Take control!”


We’re nearing the end of Joy’s first flight lesson with me and now we’re thirty feet above the runway, on final approach, seconds from touchdown. I adjust my prescription Ray-Bans, massage my temples, and say, “Re-laaax. The approach looks perfect. Besides”—I force a laugh—“I don’t plan to crash and burn today.”


My student’s left hand chokes the Cessna 152’s control column on her side of the plane. Fifteen feet above the runway, I place my hands on my knees, inching them closer to the U-shaped steering control on my side of the plane. Joy reduces engine power to slightly more than idle.


Sometimes, although a student has set up the landing approach perfectly, a gust of wind might toss the plane up, down, or sideways. If this happens, a too-hard touchdown might occur. Or the slightest wrong movement might cause the plane to land on the delicate nosewheel instead of the two main wheels. If this happens, the nosewheel might break, causing the propeller to thump against the tarmac, curling the propeller tips and possibly twisting the engine crankshaft.


With any student, anything could happen, but Joy’s previous instructors have told me about her bad landings, so I’m especially vigilant. I hover the curled fingers of my right hand around the aircraft’s control column, not touching it but close enough to take control if she lets go—or if we’re about to crash. I haven’t had an accident with or without a student during my entire flying career, and I plan to maintain that record.


The plane smacks onto the runway. My back buckles with the impact. Though aircraft manufacturers design sturdy main wheel struts to splay and minimize damage by student pilots like Joy, the plane bounces ten feet into the air. My stomach stays behind.


After the bounce that shoots us back into the air, the aircraft begins an extended-wavelength, roller-coaster flight path, oscillating closer and closer to the runway as the airspeed decreases in preparation for landing. Similar to an S-shaped sine wave, this movement will continue unless one of us increases the engine rpm and airspeed. But if one of us doesn’t act in the next ten seconds, the touchdown will be a smackdown.


“Help me!” Joy’s screech pierces my ear.


I say, “Add three hundred rpm.”


Her trembling hand pushes the throttle plunger toward the instrument panel and engine power increases from 1,200 to 1,500 rpm, just enough to smooth out the dipsy-doodle flight path. She manages to establish a semi-stable rate of descent but not soon enough. We thwack against the pavement and, imitating a renegade rubber ball, bounce several more times. Thankfully, our 6,000-foot runway allows for errors—like Joy’s multiple touchdowns.


I lose count after three bounces, each tossing us back into the air but with decreasing height. Joy reduces power to 1,200 rpm and her final touchdown is smooth. With the two main wheels rolling along the runway, she reduces power to idle. The Cessna slows gradually and the fragile nosewheel free-falls gently onto the pavement.


We travel in a straight line until she brakes, harder with her right foot than her left foot, creating a lazy-S track along the runway. After multiple “S” patterns, she establishes directional control.


I say, “That was more collision than landing.”


Her jaw tightens. “Maybe I should quit.”


“Let’s try a couple more takeoffs and landings,” I say.


Her blue eyes flash with astonishment.


“Accelerate. Now!” I command.


Her hand quivers on the throttle, but she accelerates and demonstrates a textbook-perfect takeoff. In the air again, my muscles relax but my brain is confused.


In the practice area at four thousand feet, when asked to descend and set up for landing at an imaginary runway floating above Earth, Joy establishes the appropriate rate of descent as if we were at an airport. But she can’t seem to relate simulated landings at an imaginary, high-altitude airport to an actual landing on a real runway.


Though her takeoffs are excellent, the repeated sequence of landings and takeoffs, called “touch-and-goes,” are more like “smash-and-goes.” Now I understand why three previous instructors at our school gave up on her. Despite my increasing doubts, I’m not ready to give up on Joy. I can’t shake the gut feeling we’ve all missed something. But what?


After another excellent takeoff, Joy climbs to one thousand feet and establishes the plane in the circuit, a giant rectangular flight pattern required at airports. When she makes a final turn toward the runway for another touch-and-go landing and starts her descent, I mentally prepare for semi-disaster, hyperattentive and determined to avoid a wingtip-to-wingtip cartwheel along the pavement that might be the final landing of our lives.


This time, instead of screaming, she says, “I really need your help.” Fear seeps from her words. Sweat drips down her cheek and releases a flood of Chanel No. 5 into our cramped quarters, tickling my nose.


Achoo! I smile confidently. “If you scare me—achoo! I’ll take control, but—achoo! You can do this.”


My pulse beats faster, throbbing like a kick drum inside my head.


We cross the runway threshold, and as the plane descends and passes the runway numbers, Joy surprises me by reducing power to idle too soon. This would be a perfect landing if the wheels were only four or five inches above ground, but they aren’t. We’re still fifteen feet above the runway, and, from this height, the plane drops like a dead bird shot from the sky. All three wheels smack onto the tarmac.


I say, “Contact!” but to be as encouraging as possible, I continue, “However, any landing you can walk away from is a good landing. And you did it all by yourself.”


“You helped.”


“Not this time! Let’s do one more circuit.”


She says, “You’re a glutton for punishment,” but obediently accelerates for another takeoff. Again, she demonstrates perfect technique until twenty feet or so above the runway, just before landing. I’m baffled. She’s intelligent and educated and, perhaps more importantly, dedicated and willing to learn. Why does she fall apart when it’s time to land the plane?


After her final thump onto the runway, I say, “I’m sure I can figure out what the problem is tomorrow during your second review lesson when you show me the remaining exercises.”


But I’m not sure.


Maybe my male colleagues are right. Maybe Joy isn’t pilot material. As she taxies to the ramp, snippets of conversations with her previous instructors drift through my mind. Her first instructor, Mark, taught her for fifteen hours before deciding a more experienced instructor might discover why she can’t land.


Warren, a thirty-eight-year-old career instructor, gave up after three flights, saying, “She’s sweet and motivated but she’s never gonna be a pilot,” then passed her to our chief instructor, Martin.




Three days earlier, Martin had shut the door to our shared office, then confided, “I’ve had two flights with Joy. She has twenty-plus hours but still can’t land the plane.”


I twisted a strand of my shoulder-length hair and sighed heavily. “That’s a problem.”


“When I suggested she take lessons with you, she agreed.”


I blew air through my lips. Pffffttt. “Mark told me she had no interest in flying with me.” Her rebuff had stung. I’m the most experienced pilot at this school, and in my six years of training students and flying as a commercial pilot, she was the first person, male or female, pilot or passenger, who had refused to fly with me.


Martin said, “She told me that, too. Maybe desperation changed her mind.” He clasped his hands together on his desk and twirled his thumbs in a circle. “Why does she want to fly, anyway?”


I bristled. “Why shouldn’t she learn to fly?”


“She’s fifty-six. Makes as much sense as my mother learning to fly.”


“Why shouldn’t either of them learn to fly?”


He twisted his lips. “She has a life most women dream about. A loving husband. Four great kids. A beautiful home. Why would she want to be a pilot?”


“Do you question why a fifty-six-year-old man wants to be a pilot?”


Martin looked out the sliding glass window separating our office from the bustle of pilots at the front dispatch desk, then said defiantly, as if to justify his comments, “She flies with her husband all the time.”


I shoved away from the desk, stood, and glared at him. “Maybe because she wants to prove to herself that she can fly.” I stood and tossed my navy blazer onto my shoulder. “I’ll be happy to fly with her.”




I can’t imagine my flight-phobic mother taking flight lessons any more than Martin can visualize his mother at the controls, but I have a good idea about the restrictions and prejudices endured by previous generations of women.


Joy and my mother were born in the decade following World War I: Joy in 1929, the year of Black Tuesday and the stock market crash; my mother in 1922, the year of Jimmy Doolittle’s record-breaking flight coast-to-coast across America in twenty-three hours.


Young women in the 1940s were expected and encouraged to pursue traditional goals of marriage and motherhood. There had been no talk of chasing their dreams, going after the unexpected. Everything was all about the family, nurturing others, and prioritizing the needs of husband and children. Like generations of women before them, they weren’t to concern themselves with personal ambitions.


My mother had given up, but Joy had only deferred hers.


Despite some social breakthroughs during the second wave of feminism in the 1960s, specifically the introduction of the pill in 1961 and the Abortion Act of 1967, when it came to the subjects of career, risk, adventure, and reaching one’s potential, all my life I’d heard, “You can’t . . . girls shouldn’t . . . and women don’t.” My rage burbles to the surface when I think about the women denied higher education and equal pay for equal jobs, but now I have the chance to help one of them.


And I am damn well going to do it.




Two days after my conversation with Martin, I met with Joy for the first time. Before she had started lessons, she rarely came to the flight school, though her husband’s a regular. Rather than dash to the airplane for her lesson, I wanted to befriend this rarity and languish in the feminine energy of another woman interested in aviation. I suggested we get acquainted over tea in the café. She agreed, casually reserved a table for us by placing her logbook on the tabletop, and asked the café’s proprietor to add the cost of our tea and scones to her bill.


I cradled my cup of Earl Grey with both hands, drew in the spicy scent of bergamot, and sipped. Joy adjusted the position of the paper napkin holder on our melamine table, then rearranged the salt and pepper, once, then again. I sensed her reluctance to start a conversation, so I asked, “Why do you want to take flying lessons?”


She squared her shoulders, stating in a clear voice, “After four children and thirty-seven wonderful years of marriage, Will is encouraging me to pursue things I want to do.”


I don’t know Will very well, but I do know he’s a living legend at our airport for his military service and for surviving World War II as a Lancaster tail gunner. Most Saturday mornings, he’s at the airport, fiddling with his home-built airplane before enjoying brunch at the flying school’s Compass Rose Café. When Will finishes his coffee, stands (shoulders slightly stooped with age), and says, “Time to take Bessie for a spin,” my heart pangs for my Grampa, my first hero, another war veteran who said those same words.


Though Grampa and I never went flying, we’d be setting off on some adventure in his sedan, perhaps to the beach, zoo, a ride on a steam train, or, more often, grocery shopping for Gramma. But even grocery shopping with Grampa was fun. He’d treat me to a comic book and to snacks on the way home, Mackintosh’s Toffee in the red-and-green tartan wrapper.


Joy’s matching slacks-and-sweater outfit and white permed hair reminded me of my mother, but unlike my mother who personified the Empire State Building (massive, cold, and impermeable), five-foot-tall Joy bubbled with happiness.


I said, “Martin told me you’re studying at university.”


“I’ve always wanted to be a writer, so, two years ago, I enrolled in a full-time creative writing program.”


“Impressive. But why flying?”


“Both our sons are pilots, and when I fly with Will, I want to be more than a passenger, in case of emergency.”


“You are an inspiration. I’ll be honored to fly with you, but I heard you weren’t interested in flying with me.”


A gentle blush crept from Joy’s neck to her cheeks. “You’re young.”


I twiddled the garnet ring my parents had given me for my twelfth birthday. “I’m thirty.”


“I thought you were incompetent, hired like the previous two female instructors so the school would be politically correct.”


I ran a finger along my gold necklace. “Did you fly with either of them?”


She shook her head.


My insides prickled. “If you didn’t fly with them, you couldn’t know whether they’re incompetent or not.”


She blinked, then adjusted her fashionably outsized, pink-acrylic glasses.


“One was my commercial flight test examiner and the other flies with Air Canada.”


She twisted the strand of pearls resting on her collarbone. “I . . . I’m sorry. I know better than to repeat hearsay.”


“What changed your mind about me?”


“When I learned you were a bush pilot in northern Ontario and have the same licenses as one of my sons, I realized you were more than a pretty face with perfect teeth and green eyes.”


I reviewed the entries in her pilot logbook. “I’ve spoken with your previous instructors.”


Her head bobbed with anticipation like an eager baby bird.


“Because you’re having trouble landing, I’d like to review the basic air exercises, the building blocks for all flight maneuvers.”


She nodded.


I continued. “We’ll spend a couple hours in the practice area, then return to the airport doing touch-and-goes. I’m sorry but more time in the air will cost more money.”


“When Mark suggested I fly with you,” she said and swallowed, “I should’ve listened.”


I stood, slipped into my blazer, and grinned. “Let’s do this!”




As Joy’s fourth instructor, I needed to have an open mind, ignore the assumptions and conclusions of the previous instructors, and judge her capability on merit. I hoped I wouldn’t let her down.


After Joy prepared the C152 for our first flight together, she spoke confidently on the radio with air traffic control and performed an excellent takeoff. She flew to the practice area, where she demonstrated above-average skill performing climbs, descents, turns, and power-to-idle stalls. Based on the opinions of the male instructors, I’d expected her performance to be subpar. Instead, I was delighted to truthfully say, “I don’t see anything wrong with your flying. In fact, you’ve flown well. Take us back to the airport for a few touch-and-goes.”


She flashed me a shy grin of thanks and turned the aircraft toward home base. As we approached the airport, she entered the downwind leg of the traffic pattern circuit as directed by the controller. She hummed happily as she turned and descended to five hundred feet, as per standard circuit procedures.


I slumped into my bucket chair, still paying attention but convinced by her performance in the practice area and her current confidence that whatever caused her problem had been rectified by our flight today.


But soon after she turned onto the final leg of the circuit, her composure and expertise evaporated. I’d been astonished. Despite three consecutive touchdown fiascos that placed us seconds from disaster, when we returned to the school, I urged her to continue. “I’m not sure why you’re having trouble landing but, if you’re willing, I’ll fly with you.”


To my delight, she scheduled a second lesson with me.




A good instructor is a leader or mentor who communicates effectively, so when Joy arrives for her second lesson with me the following morning, I explain, “Today’s lesson will mostly be in the practice area. I’ll assess your skill with stalls and spins, ensuring you’re comfortable with them and able to recognize and avoid them close to the ground.”


She giggles with a twinge of embarrassment. “Like landings and takeoffs.”


“Precisely. We’ll finish with three or four touch-and-goes.”


Joy burbles with enthusiasm. “I appreciate the confidence you have in me.”


In the practice area, she again demonstrates above-average capabilities, so to encourage her, I say, “Joy, you’ve done well. Let’s head back to the airport for a few touch-and-goes.”


As we return to the airport, her voice trembles when she speaks with the controller. Tension floods into my shoulders, but I’m relieved when she demonstrates a textbook entry into the airport’s rectangular traffic pattern. At the appropriate distance from the runway threshold, she turns toward the runway and aligns the aircraft with the runway centerline for final approach.


She’s configured the Cessna for a perfect landing, so I shake the tension from my shoulders.


Then, just inches above the runway, for some undetermined reason, I see her confidence crumble. Her hands tremble like aspen leaves in the breeze and her voice squeaks like a frightened mouse when she says, “Help me!” as all three wheels thwack onto the pavement.


I have no idea why she demonstrates above-average skill in the practice area yet alternates between freezing and panic just before touchdown. Two hours of review haven’t provided any clues about her inability to land the plane. I want her to succeed but plan to give honest feedback about her performance, not fill her with false hope. I mentally rehearse the kindest way to deliver the “maybe-you-should-consider-another-hobby” chat, a conversation dreaded by most instructors.


Despite the abuse she inflicts on the landing gear, Joy maintains control on the runway, then demonstrates another excellent takeoff. On climb-out, I swivel ninety degrees to take a good look at Joy, to see if her body language or face reveals anger or frustration. As I do with all students, I’ve monitored her hand and foot positions on the controls, confirmed that the engine and flight instruments are operating correctly, and checked for conflicting aircraft traffic. But this is the first time I’ve ever turned to really look at a student.


What I see astonishes me.


The crown of her snow-white head is level with my chin. I slump so that my head is level with hers, then look forward. I smile to myself, then ask, “On short final, when the nose flares up for touchdown, can you see the runway?”


“Of course not!” Joy’s harsh tone suggests I’m an idiot. She pauses, then utters a cognizant gasp. “Oh! My goodness, are you supposed to?”


I chuckle. “It’s like you’ve been driving a car without seeing the road.”




Two days later, Joy arrives for her third lesson, clutching two cushions. She giggles. “Pinched these from Will’s fishing boat.”


We head to the practice area so she can adjust to the altered visual frame of reference created by sitting four inches higher on the bucket seat. During the next week, we fly three more hours, dedicating the first lesson to upper air work in the practice area and the next two hours to landings.


Now, when the aircraft nose flares up slightly to allow the two main wheels to touch down before the flimsy nosewheel, she can see above the dashboard. Now, her landings are better than average—and her confidence is restored.




Prior to her seventh flight with me, I say, “We’ll be in the circuit doing touch-and-goes.” I intend to send her solo but keep this secret.


Before sending any student solo, I fly with them for a few circuits to observe current performance before making a final decision. Students might have a bad day, a random rainstorm or haze might reduce visibility, or the wind might get stronger than the slight breeze desired for first solo. Explaining a change of plans, however legitimate, may affect a student’s confidence. Also, pondering the probability of flying alone may make a student anxious and adversely affect performance.


To my relief, the weather cooperates, and her landings are excellent. After forty-five minutes in the circuit, I look at my watch and say, “Let’s make this a full-stop landing.”


She nods and tells our intention to the controllers.


After touchdown, she exits the runway and requests taxi clearance to the flight school. I let her continue until we’re in front of the control tower, then I say, “Please stop here.”


She shoots me a wide-eyed, you-must-be-an-idiot expression. Has she guessed I’m about to send her solo? Or is she wondering why we’re not continuing to the flight school?


I turn to her with a big smile. “I’ll be hopping out. You’re going solo.”


She’s excited but calm. “I won’t let you down.”


“I know.”


Then, I advise the controller that a novice pilot will be alone in the air for the first time. The controller will make allowances and expect less than perfection. I give Joy a big hug and hop out.


Part of getting out and walking to the flight school is selfish. I’m pretty sure that all twelve-minute first solo flights are as traumatic for a student as for me, their instructor. I need to burn off the tension I always feel by trying to enjoy the fresh air and ignoring the worst possible scenarios clogging my mind. What if she makes a mistake? What if that mistake causes her to crash? The possibility of a broken aircraft always looms, but . . . What if she dies in the accident? An unlikely but real possibility. If that happened, how would I explain or rationalize that to Will? Or to anyone, including myself? How could I live with myself?


Some instructors remain outside to monitor their students while others get permission from the controllers to view from the control tower. I prefer to walk to the school and wait inside, where I can’t see the runway. The horrific thoughts swirling through my brain are bad enough, but watching helplessly while a student crashed would devastate me.


From my perspective, the prospect of sending Joy solo is especially traumatic. If she crashes but lives, her three previous male instructors who thought she shouldn’t be a pilot will probably challenge my decision. I can deal with them but the evaluation by Transport Canada Flight Training Standards regarding my decision and my ability to perform my job might end my instructing career.


I stride back and forth inside the flight school, waiting for her to return, alive and taxiing an intact aircraft. I’m certain my decision to send Joy solo is the right decision, but in an aircraft, things can go wrong quickly and badly.


And I’m not there to help.


My stomach rumbles and growls. I’m close to vomiting, and my bladder is bursting, but I want to be here when she returns.


Finally, in what seems an eternity later, she taxis to the ramp in front of the flight school, aligns the aircraft with others parked in a row, and shuts down the engine. Seconds later, she rushes into the school and throws her books and pillows onto the dispatch counter.


I can’t speak, but she says, “I did it!” I’m not sure who is more elated. She hugs me. “Your confidence in me gave me the confidence I needed.”


I don’t typically cry in public, but my eyes fill with tears and I’m pretty close.


Then she says, “I owe you and those two other female pilots an apology.”


Tears gush down my cheeks for her success and for my wishing I’d had a female friend with complete confidence in me, someone who understood why I wanted to fly, someone to urge me on, someone with whom I could share my dreams—and doubts—without fear of judgment.




During the four weeks following her solo flight, Joy completes her training and I recommend her for the private pilot flight test—with Martin, not only our chief instructor but also our school’s on-site flight-test examiner . . . and one of the male instructors convinced Joy shouldn’t become a pilot. Throughout most of the two hours allotted for this test, I’m airborne with another student, but my thoughts are with Joy, wishing I could be hovering near her ear, coaching like a maternal Tinker Bell.


When my student and I land and return to the flight school, Martin and Joy are still up in the air. Inside the clubhouse, I join Will standing at the picture window.


My innards twist. Maybe she’s made a mistake. Maybe Martin is judging her based on his opinion of her when she was his student.


Will casually says, “They’ve been a long time.”


He jingles the coins in his pants pocket, a tinkling noise that annoys me at the best of times—and reminds me of my father. My anxiety spirals and I’m resisting the urge to throw up but say, “Maybe they’re bucking a headwind,” though I can’t recall the winds aloft being strong. This makes me wonder if the wind strength has increased, causing her to misjudge gliding distance during the simulated engine-failure, forced-approach demonstration.


What if she did more than misjudge?


What if they’re lying in a farm field crashed, crumpled, and flattened?




At last, Joy and Martin taxi onto the flight school ramp. Both doors of the Cessna open, but nobody gets out. After five, maybe ten, minutes of agony, Will stomps his foot and says, “What are they doing?”


Finally, Martin emerges and strolls toward the fight school, seeming to dally deliberately, pretending to enjoy the fresh air and sunshine. Why isn’t Joy with him? I check the time, and with each passing second, get more anxious.


Martin enters the flight school, but I block him, hands gripping my hips.


He says, “She’s—”


Will says, “Here she comes, wearing a big smile!”


“—an excellent pilot!”


The strain of worry vanishes so quickly, my legs turn to jelly, and I nearly collapse.


Seconds later, Will rushes to hold the door open for Joy, her hands wrapped around books and booster cushions.


He bows and sweeps his arm in a wide arc, ushering her inside like one of the Three Musketeers. “Madame Pilot, please come in!”


I say, “Congratulations! I knew you could do it.”


With tears glistening on her flushed cheeks, Joy embraces us.


To me, she says, “Thank you, Lola. I couldn’t have done it without you.”


Normally, I wouldn’t agree but, in this case, at this school, she’s right. From personal experience, I knew that learning to fly was not beyond the reach of any motivated individual. I knew Joy could learn to soar into the sky—I just needed to discover her personal barrier, that one thing preventing success.
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CLOUDS









[image: ]


Lola, age 3, in Mexican sombrero, with her grandfather who wears his customary WWI pith helmet and marching boots. As an adult, Lola owns many pith helmets and several pairs of hiking boots (ca 1958).


My best friend is Grampa, Mommy’s daddy, the only person who doesn’t tell me to act like a girl. He doesn’t give me heck when I do something different from what girls are “supposed” to do. Instead of dolls and dishes, Grampa buys me Classics Illustrated comics, a blue-is-for-boys bicycle, and gives me keen snakeskins, arrowheads, and animal skulls he finds in the flower garden of their waterfront home on the Bay of Quinte. Mommy must know I’d rather be with Grampa than with her and Daddy because she lets me stay for days.


One sweltering summer day in June 1960, Grampa climbs the wooden ladder to the loft of his garage and pushes a folded square of sandy-colored cloth the size of my plastic swimming pool onto the floor. It lands with a thump, and I blink as dust flies into my eyes. He hauls the huge bundle onto his shoulder, and I follow him toward the water’s edge. He plops it onto the flattest part of their grassy lawn, between five weeping willows, then takes off his WWI pith helmet and backhands the sweat from his forehead.


Next, he unfolds the bundle, saying, “This here tent weighs forty pounds. You could sure help by handing me the wooden pegs. I’ll hammer ’em into the ground, and you can leash a tent rope to each peg.”


When we’re finished, he drags two canvas-and-wood cots into the tent. I flop onto one, surprised by the comfort. A summer breeze swirls through the tied-back doors, ripples the walls, and cools my skin. Grampa hangs his helmet on a makeshift hook suspended from the central wooden beam, then unbuttons his shirt and hangs it on another hook. He unties his polished black leather marching boots and stuffs his socks inside so no bugs can creep in. Together, we relax, he in his white undershirt and improvised shorts and me in my bathing suit.


He laces his stubby fingers together and puts them behind his head, making a pillow. “This here collapsible caravanserai is our private space. Gramma hates this tent ’cuz it doesn’t have a floor.”


“I love the way grass tickles my feet.”


He says, “You shouldn’t run around barefoot.”


I say, “Graaaampaaa,” then point to shadows on the canvas roof. “The willow trees are dancing.”


He laughs. “I bought this tent in 1922—”


“The year Mommy was born!”


He chuckles. “You’re a smart girl. Soon as I saw this tent, I bought it ’cuz it reminded me of the military-issue tents we boys had overseas. Neighbors would stop by just to see the zipper!”


I stick my right leg in the air and pick at the crusty scab on my knee. “Why?”


“Nobody’d heard of zippers. Trousers didn’t even have ’em ’til after your daddy’s war.”


“How’d you do up your pants?”


“Buttons. When the Great War began in 1914, I was seventeen, three months short of being old enough to fight, but I wanted to travel and serve my country, so I fibbed.”


“Graaaampaaaa, you’re not supposed to fib.”


“What a time we had, on leave, carousing Belgium. Couldn’a believe their capital city, Brussels—”


“Like brussels sprouts? Yuck.”


“Brussels is where those nasty vegetables were first grown. And they have a statue called Manneken Pis.”


“Piss? Like pee-pee?”


He guffaws. “Exactly. Three-hundred-year-old bronze sculpture of a naked boy pissing into the fountain!”


My eyes widen, and I hope he’ll tell me more about naked statues, but he doesn’t. Instead, he says, “Didn’t have potato peelers or Band-Aids.”


I wrinkle my nose and pucker my mouth. “Eee-yuck, Band-Aids are disgusting!”


He grins as he pulls out a book from under his pillow. “How ’bout I read a Robert Service poem?”


Before I can answer, he’s reading our favorite, “The Ballad of Blasphemous Bill.” I listen spellbound until the last line—the best line. “‘I often think of poor old Bill—and how hard he was to saw.’”


We giggle together, and as I try to imagine sawing through a frozen dead man, he says, “Would’a liked to see the Yukon, but I chose your Gramma instead.”


“Grampa, please tell me about barnstorming! Or the very first airplane flight in 1903, one year before Gramma was born.”


“Let’s have a quiz,” he says. I groan, pretending to be upset, and he asks, “What’s the name of the first aircraft to fly in Canada?”


I say, “The Silver Dart!”


“When and where did it fly?”


“Nova Scotia, 1909.”


“You mind, never tell your Gramma, but once I went for an airplane ride, a Laird Swallow. Grew up with the pilot, Art Leavens, and his brothers, Clare and Walt, right here in Belleville. Art learned to fly in America but came home to start Pottin Field.”


On both hands, he extends his pinkies and thumbs outward, squishes the other three together, then moves his hands through the air like miniature airplanes. “Each second we were airborne, swoopin’ and loopin’, I was whoopin’.”


His twinkling eyes tell me this flight was a highlight of his life, maybe better than crossing the Atlantic on a ship or touring Europe. I gaze at my hero, desperately trying to imagine his experience, and decide flying might be like jumping off my dresser or getting airborne from a diving board.


“They crashed all the time. Bits of cloth, wood, and wire. Thought I was gonna die.”


Even though I get the message from almost everybody I know, including my girlfriends, that a girl’s life is about finding a husband, having kids, doing boring housework, and maybe getting a boring job, I want more than diapers and dishes. I’m only five, but I already know it’s not fair that boys get to have all the fun. They’re allowed to try anything, go anywhere, have wonderful adventures, and only get a bit of heck for dirty hands, ripped pants, or scraped knees. When I grow up, I won’t stay in one place like Mommy and Gramma. I’ll have a life of travel and adventure, a life like Grampa’s. Maybe something’s different about me—but I don’t care.


[image: ]


Mostly, I play with the boys in my neighborhood, but I have two girlfriends, Janice and Jo-Anne. One summer day, the three of us skip along the dusty sidewalk of Belleville, a city on the north shore of the Bay of Quinte, arm in arm, each clutching her Barbie.


When I lollygag behind, Janice, the older, bossy one, asks, “Why are you aaall-ways looking at the clouds?”


She’s not really interested in the answer, so I ignore her. I’m more interested in the big sky that reminds me of a blue umbrella dotted with Mommy’s makeup-remover cotton balls. Soon, the space between us widens. I don’t understand why I like clouds better than conversation, but I do.


My Barbie points her skinny arm toward the clouds, and together we watch the mysteries in the air change from scooting, white speedboats into marching battleships. They’re moving so quickly, Barbie and I decide the world must be spinning faster than usual. I twirl so we can see the whole sky but spin so fast I stumble, dizzy with wonder.


Why are some clouds thin wisps billowing like horsetails?


Why are others fat, blue splats in the sky, the color of Mommy’s Delft Blue dishes?


A few clouds transform into giant, gray ships that charge through murky, blue water. Suddenly, cool raindrops splatter against my face. I close my eyes and extend my tongue, like a lizard snatching water, and decide that, one day, I’ll command these battleships, ride these wild stallions, and make my own decisions.




Two weeks later, on a sunny Sunday afternoon, I’m in our shady backyard looking at the children’s illustrated version of Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe when thunder pounds my ears. I leap from the chaise lounge on our lawn, tumbling my book onto the grass. I search the sky for thunderclouds, when eight golden planes burst from behind their cloud camouflage. They scream overhead and shimmer in the sunlight. I jump up and down, waving hello with my arms, but they disappear as quickly as they appeared.


Mommy says, “Those are the Golden Hawks, Canada’s aerobatic team.”


Daddy corrects her. “Canada’s first aerobatic team, and those are brand-new F-86 Sabres.”


Still jumping with excitement, I announce, “I want to be a pilot.”


I’m confused when Mommy’s and Daddy’s mouths smile, but their eyes don’t. Mommy pulls me to her and combs my tangled hair with her fingers. She says, “We’ll see a lot more of them because they’ve started flying out of CFB Trenton, just ten miles west, where your daddy was a mechanic.”


Daddy corrects her again, but this time his voice is harsh. “An aircraft maintenance engineer.” Then he adds, “The airbase is only ten miles west, and obviously we’re below the approach path to the runway.”


The following weekend at our annual August fair, the Golden Hawks perform some twists and turns in the air. I hold my breath whenever they look like they might crash into each other, but I want to be up there, twirling through the sky with them. Afterward, I beg Daddy to take me on the swirling Roll-O-Plane so I can pretend to be a Golden Hawk looping the loop inside my own mini-plane.


Mommy says, “Maybe next year when you’re six.”


I pout. “Mommy, I finished kindergarten. I’m a big girl now.”


Daddy says, “You should be happy the Air Force formed the team last year to celebrate your fourth birthday.”


I don’t believe him but guess he’s trying to cheer me up.




One Saturday afternoon when Daddy’s at work, Mommy’s in our U-shaped kitchen whipping batter with her turquoise Mixmaster. I tug the frill of her red-and-white apron. She looks at me with a smile but otherwise ignores me, so I swing the French doors of her Frigidaire oven—open . . . shut . . . open . . . shut.


“Stop playing with those doors!” she says, sounding like a TV drill sergeant. “The oven will never get warm!”


I drag our step stool toward her, and Mommy shoots me a disapproving glance as the rubber feet screech along the tile floor. I scramble up the stairs to stand on the seat and poke my finger close to the batter.


She swats my hand away. “Don’t touch!”


I ask, “Why are clouds layered like your yummy cakes?” When I need answers to my questions, I always ask Mommy.


“Clouds come in many shapes and colors, just like cakes. Some make lightning. Others make rain.”


“Why?” Sometimes Mommy says she’s too busy or too tired, but when I catch her in a good mood, she’s like my new encyclopedia—without the colored pictures.


With the back of her left hand, she brushes a permed wave from her glistening forehead, then stirs cocoa powder into the batter. “I’ll forget an ingredient if you don’t give me a moment’s peace.”


“Why do cloud layers move in different directions?”


She sighs with exasperation. “Why are you always asking why?”


“Can I help you, Mommy?”


With her finger, she dabs a blob of chocolate batter on the tip of my nose. I wipe it off, then lick my goopy finger.


She says, “Yes. Go away. Find the answers in your encyclopedia.”


Chocolate is my favorite flavor, and batter is better than cake. I hesitate, hoping for another sample. After a minute or so of silence except for the whirring Mixmaster, she says, a bit angrily, “You should be grateful. Not every child has an encyclopedia. Do you remember why your grandparents bought it for you?”


I giggle. “You and Grampa always remind me. One night, when I was two and Grampa and Gramma were eating supper with us and talking about genealogy, I sang out, ‘Gee-knee-OL-oh-gee. Gee-knee-OL-oh-gee.’”


“It was your first real word, after ‘Mama’ and ‘Dada.’ We were astonished and proud.”


“It sounds like a song to me!”


The memory must’ve made Mommy happy because now she says, “If you leave me alone, you can lick the beaters.”


I scurry into our new rec room, eager to find the answers to my questions, knowing that, even if I don’t, other facts will lure me into an unexpected tunnel of discovery. Despite the difficulty of understanding many of the words and ideas, I want to discover the world. How did the Egyptians construct pyramids? Why couldn’t Marie Curie cure herself? How are clouds made?


After some research that tells me the top of the sky is farther away than I can imagine, I tell Mommy, “I’m going to ride my trike.”


She says, “Don’t you dare go near that construction site.”


With hands on my hips, I say, “I’m a big girl. I’m starting grade one in September.”


She bobbles the wooden spoon close to my nose. “Don’t. You. Dare.”


“You’re a worrywart.” I use a weirdly wonderful word she uses to describe her mother.


She scowls. “I am not.”


I dream of rocketing through the air and zooming into the blue, beyond the boundaries of my sandbox—or beyond any boundary, especially Mommy’s. I hate her rules about how far I can walk alone to a friend’s house, when I must go to bed, and how close to home I must ride my tricycle. But the site is only two blocks away. I’ll be across our busy street and back before she realizes I’m gone. I scream downhill, tricycle wheels spinning. My blonde curls fly wildly around my face, and I giggle with delight as the wind blurs her words: Don’t go near the construction site. Don’t cross the street.


At the site, my legs judder with delight as giant earthmovers thunder across the dirt, drilling, pounding, and dumping blocks of limestone. The trucks and the stones could flatten my trike and me, but this only makes me more excited.


Suddenly, Mommy looms in front of me, towering above, seeming larger than the monster trucks. I try to escape, but she walks faster than I can pedal uphill, toward home. She canes my bare calves with a freshly cut willow stick. Each lash feels like the sting of a dozen hornets. I pedal faster, howling with pain, tears darkening my sleeveless pop-top.


She says, “You are the most disobedient six-year-old!”


For weeks, memories of her anger and the sting of the willow whip keep me within her boundaries.




One evening in late June, Grampa lays out an atlas and some maps on his kitchen table. He opens the top map. “This ’ere map is Ontario, the province we live in. Your Gramma and I are going on a road trip, and you’re coming, too!”


“What’s a road trip?”


He laughs. “We’re going to drive our trailer through three Canadian provinces and six American states.” He opens the atlas. “Come stand beside me, and I’ll show you our route.”


As I admire the pretty colors on the map, shades of pink and green for land, and shades of blue for water, Grampa moves his finger from our home near Toronto across most of Canada and then the northern United States.


“We’ll be gone one whole month!”


I crinkle my brow. “But, Grampa, this map is so tiny. How come we’ll be gone so long?”


His eyes twinkle behind horn-rimmed glasses. “You’ll find out soon enough!”


Gramma serves us milk and rhubarb pie, then returns to the kitchen to wash dinner dishes. Grampa marks our planned route on the map using a black oil pencil and a wooden ruler, pointing out places we’ll stop along the way. When he’s done, he says, “Now, young lady, you need to spend a few days with your parents before we head out onto the trail.”


I pout a little, but I haven’t seen Mommy or Daddy for a week or so. I don’t miss them, but I guess I should leave Gramma and Grampa’s, the place that feels like home.




Three days later, my dreams of travel and adventure become reality. I sit in the back seat of Grampa’s Pontiac. Grampa drives and Gramma navigates, and to pass the time we count foreign license plates. Most exciting are the cars from faraway states like Florida and California.


Another highlight is camping at Sleeping Giant Provincial Park near Thunder Bay, Ontario, named for a humongous rock that looks like a giant man sleeping on his back, arms crossed over his chest.


Grampa says, “Legend has it this man was the Ojibwa Spirit of the Deep-Sea Water. The gods turned him to stone after he betrayed his people and revealed the location of their silver mine to white men.”


Late one afternoon, somewhere along Manitoba’s Highway 1, Grampa says, “That darn sun is near blinding me,” then pulls off the road into a gas station with a beautiful white rose on their sign.


Gramma says, “Loral, we don’t need gas.”


“Mildred, I have a plan.”


When the man comes to fill our car and scrape the blood, bugs, and grasshoppers off the windshield, Grampa says, “Lola, let’s you and me hop out ’n’ stretch our legs.” To the man, he asks, “Is there a campground near here?”


The man stops putting gas in the car and wipes a hand on his greasy coveralls. “Not fer a hunderd miles! Mebbe more.”


Grampa gestures to an open space near the building. “Could we pay you to park there?”


The man rubs the stubble on his chin. “Gimme a couple bucks, and I’ll even clean the bathroom for ya!”


I love being alone, during that silent night, with no campers nearby.


In Saskatchewan—another word that sounds like a song—we count bison grazing on the prairies. The baby bison are about the same size as the baby elephant I saw last year at the circus, chained to a tree, far from his family chained to other trees. He was crying. That made me sad, and I cried, too. I’m glad bison run free.


In Bemidji, Minnesota, we visit the massive statues of lumberjack Paul Bunyan and Babe, his blue ox. I can just barely touch Babe’s tummy with my outstretched arm, and I feel so tiny standing beside these huge statues.


This whole world is much bigger than I imagined but, thanks to Grampa, I now understand this is a big world with big roads, big lakes, and big statues. Every day seems like the best day, until the next day, when I see and learn something new, and this new day becomes even better than the day before. I want to keep going and see more, but instead I have to go home.




When we return four weeks later, Mommy greets us at the door, but as soon as we’re inside, she rushes to the bathroom. I follow her, then turn to Gramma. “Something’s wrong. Mommy’s throwing up.”


Gramma spirits me into my bedroom. “Let’s get you unpacked.”


Mommy comes out in a few minutes and frowns. “I’m pregnant.”


Gramma asks, “Have you told Al yet?”


“I’m afraid.”


Gramma hugs Mommy. “Let us know if we can help.”


After they leave, Mommy wipes away tears I can’t see, then sniffles. “You hurt my feelings when you left with your grandparents without saying goodbye.”


“You were busy doing dishes.”


“You could have told me you were going.”


“You’re always saying, ‘Get out of my hair.’” Why’s she blaming me? She seemed more interested in tidying the house than spending the last few minutes with me. I say, “I was sitting in the car with Grampa, waiting for you to come say goodbye.”


“Maybe this baby will be more affectionate than you.”


I feel like a bad girl for not saying goodbye. I can’t help loving Grampa best, then Gramma, then her, and Daddy just a bit, because he’s either cross or distant. He kisses Mommy a lot but only sometimes kisses me good night. “How come you and Daddy didn’t say goodbye to me?”


All she says is, “I can’t speak for your father.”




Eight months later, in April 1962, my sister’s arrival tears into our lives like a tornado.


For the first seven years of my life, Mommy and Daddy often spent private time in their bedroom. I was glad they left me alone, allowing me to travel to other worlds without punishment or interruption for dodging my chores of dusting and cleaning the bathroom. I loved the fictional reality of books or my two favorite TV shows, Sea Hunt and Sky King. When I imagined myself as Mike Nelson, a frogman plunging underwater, or Schuyler “Sky” King soaring through the sky in his twin-engine airplane, outmaneuvering villains to save the world, I felt good about myself.


My first clue things have changed is that my parents avoid touching or kissing each other and me.


The second clue comes when my parents redecorate their study. This is Mommy’s favorite room, so I don’t understand why they move two of the three comfortable armchairs to the basement rec room. I’m even more surprised when Mommy’s beloved books follow like Canada geese. When they fill the empty spaces with a wooden crib and change table filled with baby clothes and cloth diapers, I understand this will be my sister’s room.


Dinner remains official family time but, sometime after Lynn’s arrival, Daddy starts going back to his office after supper four or five days each week, instead of one or two, like he did before Lynn. During supper, my parents sit opposite and distant, the moon and the sun. Daddy occupies the west end of the table, like death and sunset, and Mommy the east end, like birth and sunrise. I get this idea from the ancient Aztec ideas in my encyclopedia.


Lynn and I sit beside each other, keeping our parents further separated. My tummy gets upset when I wonder if dinner will be fun or awful or if my parents will even speak to each other. Sometimes Daddy reminds me of an angry storm cloud. I’m glad when he leaves. Sometimes his absence makes Mommy even more annoyed with me, even when I’m a good girl, so I escape to my bedroom, shut the door, and solve mysteries encountered by fearless teen detectives Joe and Frank Hardy and Nancy Drew, whose exciting lives I envy.


One night after supper, Mommy brandishes scissors and gestures toward the step stool. “You need a trim.”


I hop onto the stool but when I see foot-long clumps littering the tile, I can’t stop the tears dribbling down my cheeks. “Mommy, please! Stop!”


She says, “I work all day and I’m too busy with two children to comb and curl your hair.”


Between sobs, I say, “I want long hair.”


“And I want your father’s help. But we don’t always get what we want.”


I run fingers through the remains of my hair and cry harder.


She swats me on the shoulder. “Stop blubbering. When I was your age, I respected my parents. I did as I was told—the first time!”


I feel like a failure, unable to meet her expectations, unable to be the perfect daughter.


Then she shoves a mirror in front of my face. She’s chopped off my golden curls and I don’t even recognize the boy staring at me.


She says, “Your father doesn’t care I’m home alone with you two.”


Mommy hates me, but I don’t know why.




One Saturday in August 1962, Mommy says, “Please watch Lynn while I finish the laundry.”


Obediently, I watch Lynn in her Baby Butler, a card table on wheels that I myself survived, but after a few minutes I’m bored. Watching my sister is as much fun as watching my Betsy Wetsy doll sit on the shelf. I rush to my room, planning to return right away with Nancy Drew and the Mystery of the Brass Bound Trunk but instead, I perch on the edge of my bed, fascinated by Nancy’s South America steamship adventure. The title made me pull the book from our town’s library shelf but the picture on the cover of a steamer trunk like Grampa’s sealed the deal.


Just as Nancy and I are about to solve the mystery, Mommy screams, “Lola! Come here now!”


Her words shoot me back to reality. I lose my balance and fall—kuh-thunk—onto the hardwood floor. What could have happened in the few minutes Lynn was alone? Her pudgy frog’s legs are too short to reach the floor, and she’s strapped in so she couldn’t have slipped out. Or could she?


I peek into the kitchen. Lynn’s seated, as I had left her. Almost.


“Eeeekkkk!” I screech and Mommy whirls to face me, a cigarette gripped between her teeth. She exhales through her nose, becomes Smaug, the fire-breathing dragon, then hisses, “Stop howling like a banshee. You have nothing to complain about.”


Lynn has stretched her chubby arms to reach Mommy’s shiny brass ashtray and tipped the treasure onto her tabletop, mixing ashes with juice from her sippy cup. Gooey, gray ash covers her face, and her short black hair is a crown of spikes.


Mommy hooks her finger into Lynn’s chipmunk cheeks and pulls out a hidden treasure of butts that spatter onto the table.


I gag. “Blaurggh.”


She says, “Your sister could die!”


This seems silly, even to seven-year-old me, so I say brightly, “Mommy, she’s imitating you!”


Mommy glowers, and I brace myself for a swat of her hand. Instead, she says, “I’ll discuss this with the Man of the House.”


Then, to my surprise, she sinks against the back of the chair, buries her face with both hands, and sobs. I’ve never seen Mommy cry, so I rub her shoulder. It’s my fault she’s crying so I want to make her feel better, but she ignores me and keeps sobbing, so I stop. I feel invisible.


Tonight, I’m glad Daddy works late, and bedtime comes before he’s home. I snuggle into the pillows trying to help Nancy reveal the mystery but can’t stop wondering what Mommy will say to Daddy about my latest “failure to meet expectations.” Maybe he’ll only spank me and not stop me from watching our new black-and-white TV with rabbit ears.


The following morning, I dawdle in bed, more interested in helping Nancy capture bad guys than facing parents—and punishment. Past eight o’clock, Daddy raps on my door then flings it open. “Time to rise and shine. Breakfast is ready.”


He says this every day, but today his voice is full of anger, maybe even hate. I’m scared, but he’ll be less angry if I get up right away. Still in my baby doll jammies, I trudge behind, head hung low.


In the kitchen, Mommy serves scrambled eggs dotted with chunks of cheddar. This is my favorite Sunday breakfast, but today the meal thuds in my stomach like raw potato. Instead of scolding me, they torture me by chatting about stupid things, such as whether Mrs. McCarthy will keep trying for a child after her fifth missed carriage, whatever that means. I can’t stop wriggling in my chair, even though each fidget on the sticky vinyl seat seems to peel flesh from my bare legs. My every move makes a rude sound. Phraaaap.


Daddy glares at me as if I farted.


Mommy says, “Do you have ants in your pants? Sit still!”


In what seems like four hours later, Daddy turns his stony face toward me. I melt against the chair, then freeze as he speaks in his deep voice, saying each word as if it were a complete sentence. “Your mother and I have discussed your negligence.”


He pops a sliver of French toast into his mouth, chewing it slowly as he watches me squirm. I remember the last time his hand slapped my bare bottom. Finally, he swallows. “We’ve planned—”


I can’t breathe. Waiting is torture.


Mommy says, “The episode with your sister was inexcusable.” She purses her lips, then sighs. “But we’ve decided not to punish you—”


Daddy says, “Because you’re obviously too young to be responsible.”


Neither their words nor their frowns make me feel good about myself.


Daddy sips his black coffee, then says, “We’ve planned— a—most—exciting—”


I hold my breath.


“Adventure. Instead of driving or taking the train to my folks’ annual family reunion in Regina, we’re going to fly.”


I squeal with delight and clap my hands. I’m going to fly like Grampa.


Mommy flips her cigarette package end to end. “Passenger planes are like new kids on the block.”


“Jean, the flights will be as smooth as driving on the new Superhighway 401.”


Mommy wrinkles her brow. “A recent article in National Geographic said summer air masses are unstable. Our flights might not be as smooth as you’d have me believe.”
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