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Janet Dailey’s exhilarating bestseller
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Cappy Hayward: An Army brat torn between love and hate for military life, she savored the freedom and power of flying, and fought an ever-growing attraction to a career Army man.

Marty Rogers: A working-class girl whose flying expertise was her ticket to glory, she longed for a chance to outshine her brother and win her parents’ love.

Mary Lynn Palmer: A Southern belle with a husband flying overseas, her soft-voiced manners contrasted with her steely courage in the skies.

Eden Van Valkenburg: A New York socialite looking for wartime excitement, she discovered a love that even beauty, glamour, and money couldn’t buy.
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To Jerry, my flight instructor back in 1968 when I earned my private pilot’s license,

and to Frank, the F.A.A. pilot who gave me my “up check,”

and to Bill, my husband, manager, friend, and lover, but more important in this case, the man who showed me the skies and encouraged me to fly in them myself. Now I know what it’s like to be high above the earth, rocking a plane and singing at the top of your lungs from the sheer joy of solo flight.



With special thanks to former WASP
Harriett “Tuffy” Kenyan Call, for her
memories and mementos of those years.




Author’s Note

The parodies of song lyrics appearing on the pages delineating the Parts of this book are the actual songs the Women Airforce Service Pilots (WASPs) sang while they marched to and from the flight line, their classes, and their barracks. In their own way, the songs tell much of the girls’ story.




HIGH FLIGHT

Oh! I have slipped the surly bonds of earth,
and danced the skies on laughter-silvered wings;

Sunward I’ve climbed and joined the tumbling mirth
of sunsplit clouds—and done a hundred things

You have not dreamed of—wheeled and soared and swung—high in the sunlit silence.

Hov’ring there, I’ve chased the shouting winds along, and flung my eager craft through footless halls of air.

Up, up the long, delirious, burning blue, I’ve topped the windswept heights with easy grace,

Where never lark or even eagle flew.

And, while with silent, lifting mind I’ve trod
the high untrespassed sanctity of space,

Put out my hand, and touched the face of God.

John Gillespie Magee, Jr.



In December 1941, Pilot Officer Magee, a nineteen-year-old American serving with the Royal Canadian Air Force in England, was killed when his Spitfire collided with another airplane inside a cloud. Discovered among his personal effects was this sonnet, written on the back of a letter at the time he was in flying school at Farnborough, England.







Prologue

SHE SAT AMIDST a framework of canvas and piano wire, her long skirts tied around her knees and her legs extended full length in front of her. No doubt her thudding heart competed with the reverberations of the 30-horsepower motor spinning the two propellers. When the wire anchoring the Wright Brothers flying machine to a rock was unfastened, the Flyer was launched five stories into the air, and in that wildly exhilarating moment Edith Berg nearly forgot to hold on to her seat.

Beside her Wilbur Wright was at the controls, dressed in his customary high starched collar, gray suit and an automobile touring cap. The flight over the Hunaudières race track in Le Mans, France, lasted two minutes, three seconds, and Edith Berg entered the pages of aviation history as the first woman to ride in a flying machine. It was all a publicity stunt to promote the reliability of the new Wright Flyer, an idea concocted by her husband, Hart O. Berg, a sales representative for the Wright Brothers.

The year was 1908 and Edith Berg was an instant sensation, her courage and daring applauded. The press loved the stunt. The French shook their heads and whispered among themselves, “That crazy American woman! And imagine her husband’s letting her do it!”

She wore a stunning flying suit of plum-colored satin, from the hood covering her raven hair to her knickers and the cloth leggings, called puttees, which wrapped her legs from knee to ankle. It was understandable that the all-male members at the Aero Club of America’s headquarters on Long Island would look at twenty-seven-year-old Harriet Quimby with open mouths, especially when she asked to be licensed as an aeronaut—a woman! (The government had not gotten around to accepting responsibility for licensing pilots and wouldn’t until 1925.)

The green-eyed writer for Leslie’s Magazine suggested the members let her demonstrate her flying skills. With considerable skepticism they watched Harriet Quimby climb into her gossamer biplane and take off. She flew over a nearby potato field, then banked the plane back to the field and set her aircraft down within eight feet of her takeoff point—setting a new record for the club in landing accuracy.

The date was August 1, 1911, and Harriet Quimby became the first woman to be licensed as an aeronaut. In a wry comment to reporters she said, “Flying seems easier than voting.” Not until 1920 would the Nineteenth Amendment be ratified, giving women the right to vote.

She sat cross-legged in the doorway of the fuselage while the flame-red, tri-motored Fokker airplane with gold wings, the Friendship, floated on its pontoons in the harbor off Burry Port, Wales. Her short-cropped hair was the color of the dune grass on Kill Devil Hill, site of the Wright Brothers’ first powered flight.

Captain Hilton Railey rowed alongside the Friendship and shouted to her, “How does it feel to be the first woman to fly the Atlantic? Aren’t you excited?”

“It was a grand experience,” Amelia Earhart replied, but she knew she hadn’t flown the Atlantic. Bill Stultz had been the pilot and navigator on the flight. “I was just baggage. Someday I’ll try it alone.”

That was June 18, 1928.

Four years later, on May 21, 1932, Amelia Earhart landed her red 500-horsepower Lockheed Vega in a farm meadow outside of Londonderry, Ireland. Exhausted, she crawled out of the cockpit and said to the staring farmhand, “I’ve come from America.” It was five years after Lindbergh had made his Atlantic crossing.

On January 12, 1935, Amelia Earhart accomplished another first in aviation history by becoming the first pilot, male or female, to successfully fly from Hawaii to the continental United States, landing her Vega at Oakland Airport in California. That feat was immediately followed by the first non-stop flight to Mexico City, then from Mexico City to New York.

As a women’s career counselor at Purdue University in Indiana, Amelia Earhart advised a group of female students, “A girl must nowadays believe completely in herself as an individual. She must realize at the outset that a woman must do the same job better than a man to get as much credit for it. She must be aware of the various discriminations, both legal and traditional, against women in the business world.”

Amelia had already encountered them in 1929 when Transcontinental Air Transport, later to become Trans World Airlines, asked her to become a consultant for them along with Lindbergh. While he flew around the country checking out new air routes, she traveled as a passenger, talking with women and lecturing various women’s clubs on the safety and enjoyment of flying.

At the Bendix Transcontinental Air Race in May of 1935, Amelia Earhart had the chance to meet newcomer Jacqueline Cochran, whose story would rival any tale by Dickens. As an orphan, her birth date and parents unknown, she was raised by foster parents in the lumber towns of northern Florida. It was a hardscrabble existence, and little Jacqueline often went shoeless. When she was eight years old, her foster family moved to Columbus, Georgia, to work in the local cotton mills, and Jackie worked, too, on the twelve-hour night shift. A year later, she had charge of fifteen children in the fabric inspection room.

She left the cotton mill to go to work for the owner of a beauty shop, doing odd jobs. A beauty operator at the age of thirteen, Jackie was one of the first to learn the technique of giving a permanent wave. She began traveling to demonstrate the technique in salons through Alabama and Florida, until a customer persuaded her to go to a nursing school even though she only had two years of formal education.

As a nurse, she worked for a country doctor in Bonifay, Florida, a lumber town, so much like the places where she’d been raised. A short time later, after delivering a baby under wretched conditions, she abandoned her nursing career and went back to the beauty business. She became a stylist for Antoine’s at Saks Fifth Avenue, both in his New York and Miami salons. In 1932, at a Miami club, Jacqueline Cochran met Floyd Bostwick Odium, a millionaire and a Wall Street financier. She told him of her dream to start her own cosmetics company. Odium advised her that to get ahead of her competition and to cover the kind of necessary territory she would need wings. Jackie used her vacation that year to obtain a pilot’s license, and subsequently the equivalent of a U.S. Navy flight training course.

At the same time that Jacqueline Cochran Cosmetics, Incorporated, was born with Odium’s help, Jacqueline Cochran aviatrix came into existence. In 1934, this striking brown-eyed blonde made her debut in air-racing circles with the England-Australia competition. Engine troubles forced her to land in Bucharest, Rumania.

In the Bendix Transcontinental Air Race of 1935 which saw both Earhart and Cochran competing, Earhart took off in the middle of the night with the rest of the starters. Cochran’s Northrop Gamma was next on the ramp for takeoff, when a heavy fog rolled over the Los Angeles airport. The plane ahead of her roared down the runway and disappeared into the thick mist. The sound of a distant explosion was immediately followed by an eerie light that backlit the fog. Her reaction was instinctive, her nurse’s training taking over. Jackie jumped in her car and followed the fire truck down the runway. Both arrived too late to do the pilot any good. By the time the fire was put out, the pilot was dead.

Jackie stood beside her aircraft while the tow truck dragged the burned and twisted wreckage off the runway. The fatal crash left everyone a little stunned, including her. A government aviation official was standing not far away from her and she heard him say he thought it was suicide to take off in that fog. The realization that she was next in line sent her running behind the hangar so no one would see her when she vomited.

When her legs quit shaking, she placed a long-distance call to New York and talked to her ardent backer and now her fiancé as well, Floyd Odium. “What should I do?”

But Odium couldn’t tell her, ultimately advising her that it came down to “a philosophy of life.” At three o’clock that morning, Jacqueline Cochran made a blind takeoff, her fuel-heavy aircraft barely clearing the outer fence which ripped off the radio antenna hanging below the plane’s belly. She spiraled up through the fog, flying by compass only, to gain altitude to clear the seven-thousand-foot mountains inland from the coast.

Amelia Earhart came in fifth in the race, but an overheated engine and dangerous vibrations in the tail of the Northrop Gamma forced Jackie back to the starting line at Los Angeles.

May 10, 1936, was the wedding day for the slim-built, sandy-haired Floyd Odium and the glamorous and gutsy blonde Jacqueline Cochran. The homes she’d never had as a child became a reality as they purchased an estate in Connecticut, a ranch near Palm Springs, and an apartment in Manhattan overlooking the East River. Aviation had long been a love of Odium’s, so his interest went beyond being merely a supporter of his wife’s career. Among his many holdings were the Curtiss-Wright Corporation and the Convair Aircraft Company. So it wasn’t surprising that the Odiums helped finance Amelia Earhart’s around-the-world flight.

On June 1, 1937, they were in Miami to see her off on that last, fateful trip. Before she left, Amelia gave Jacqueline a small American flag made of silk—which became a symbolic “transfer of the flag,” in military jargon, when Amelia Earhart vanished without a trace. Speaking at a tribute to the famous woman aviator, Jacqueline said, “If her last flight was into eternity, one can mourn her loss but not regret her effort. Amelia did not lose, for her last flight was endless. In a relay race of progress, she had merely placed the torch in the hands of others to carry on to the next goal and from there on and on forever.”

That year, Jacqueline Cochran won the women’s purse in the Bendix Air Race and finished third overall. On December 4, 1937, she set a national speed record, traveling from New York to Miami in four hours and twelve minutes, bettering the previous time set by the millionaire race pilot Howard Hughes. The following year, Jacqueline Cochran won the Bendix Race, covering the distance of 2,042 miles in eight hours, ten minutes and thirty-one seconds—nonstop! Her plane was the P-35, a sleek, low-winged military pursuit-type aircraft. She set a new cross-country record for women, and in 1939 broke the women’s altitude record. She received her second Harmon Trophy, the highest award given to any aviator in America, presented to her in June by the First Lady, Eleanor Roosevelt. She kept flying, setting records, and testing new designs and new equipment.

But events in Europe were dominating the world scene. The Axis held control over Czechoslovakia, Albania, and Spain. In September, Hitler sent his German Panzers into Poland. On the 28th of September, the day after Warsaw fell, Jacqueline Cochran sent a letter to Eleanor Roosevelt, expressing her view that it was time to consider the idea of women pilots in non-combat roles and implying a willingness to do the advance planning for such an organization. Beyond expressing gratitude for the suggestion and stating her belief that women could make many contributions to the war effort should they be called upon to do so, there was little Eleanor Roosevelt could do.

Throughout 1940 and the first half of 1941, Jacqueline Cochran continued to expound on the idea of establishing a women’s air corps to free male pilots for war duty. After she had lunch with General H. H. “Hap” Arnold, Chief of the U.S. Army Air Corps, and Clayton Knight, who directed the recruiting of pilots in America for the British Air Transport Auxiliary, General Arnold suggested she should ferry bombers for the British and publicize their need for pilots. Knight thought it was a splendid idea.

But the Air Transport Auxiliary headquarters in Montreal wasn’t as enthusiastic. Their response was, “We’ll call you,” and they didn’t. Undeterred, she got in touch with one of her British friends, Lord Beaverbrook, who just happened to have recently been appointed minister of procurement, formerly called aircraft production. During the second week of June, Montreal did indeed call and ask her to take a flight test—Jacqueline Cochran, the holder of seventeen aviation records, twice recipient of the Harmon Trophy, and the winner of the 1938 Bendix Race.

After three days of grueling tests that seemed more intent on determining her endurance than her flying skill, Jackie made the mistake of joking that her arm was sore from using the handbrake when she was accustomed to toe brakes. The chief pilot stated in his report that while she was qualified to fly the Hudson bomber, he could not recommend her since he felt she might have a physical incapacity to operate the brakes in an emergency situation.

His objections were deemed petty and overruled by ATA headquarters, and Jacqueline Cochran received orders to ferry a Lockheed Hudson bomber from Montreal to Prestwick, Scotland, with a copilot/navigator and radio operator as her crew. But her troubles weren’t over. Vigorous protests were made by the ATA male pilots, who threatened to strike. Their objections ranged from concern that ATA would be blamed if the Germans shot down America’s most famous woman pilot to complaint that an unpaid volunteer—and female to boot—flying a bomber across the Atlantic belittled their own jobs. A compromise was ultimately reached whereby Jacqueline Cochran would be pilot-in-command for the Atlantic crossing, but her copilot would make all the takeoffs and landings. On June 18, 1941 Jacqueline Cochran became the first woman to fly a bomber across the Atlantic Ocean.

On July first, she returned from England. In her Manhattan apartment, with its foyer murals showing man’s early attempt at flight and a small chandelier designed to resemble an observation balloon hanging from the ceiling, she held a news conference and talked about her trip to Britain. After the reporters had gone, Jackie received a phone call inviting her to lunch with President and Mrs. Roosevelt.

The next day, a police escort drove her to the estate at Crum Elbow, the famous Hyde Park mansion with its majestic columned entrances. She spent two hours with the President. The meeting resulted in a note of introduction to Robert Lovett, Assistant Secretary of War for Air, in which the President stated his desire that Jacqueline Cochran research a plan creating an organization of women pilots for the Army Air Corps.

Her subsequent interview with the Assistant Secretary early in July resulted in Jackie’s becoming an unpaid “tactical consultant,” with office space for herself and her staff in the Ferry Command section. Using the Civil Aeronautics Administration’s files, she and her researchers found the records of over 2,700 licensed women pilots, 150 of them possessing more than 200 hours of flying experience. When contacted, nearly all were enthusiastic about the possibility of flying for the Army.

Jacqueline Cochran put forward a proposal to her former luncheon partner, Army Air Corps General “Hap” Arnold, to utilize not just the 150 highly qualified women pilots but to give advanced training to the more than two thousand others. Hers was not the only proposal regarding women pilots the Army received. Nancy Harkness Love, a Vassar graduate and commercial pilot for the aviation company she and her husband owned in Boston called Inter-city Airlines, had also contacted the Ferry Command of the Army Air Corps with a plan to use women pilots to ferry aircraft from the manufacturers to their debarkation points.

But in July 1941 such drastic measures seemed premature to General Arnold. The United States was not at war, and there was an abundance of male pilots. He wasn’t sure that it ever would be so dire that they would need women.

Then Pearl Harbor happened. By the spring of 1942, the Army was “combing the woods for pilots,” and the plans of the two women were resurrected. Jacqueline Cochran was in England recruiting women to fly for the British ATA when she learned that Nancy Love was putting together an elite corps of professional women pilots, ranging from barnstormers to flight instructors for the Ferry Command. Jacqueline Cochran raced home to argue with the Army Air Corps commander, General H. H. Arnold, for her training program, offering him more than a few pilots—promising him thousands, and assuring him she’d prove they were every bit as good if not better than men.

The situation was dire. The Allies were losing the war on all fronts in September 1942. General Arnold agreed to Jacqueline Cochran’s proposal. The following month, she was busy locating a base where she could train her “girls.” Facilities were finally provided for the first two classes of trainees at Howard Hughes Field in Houston, Texas, but it soon became apparent that the Houston base wasn’t big enough to hold her plans.

Her girls were learning to fly, and they were doing it “the Army way.”



Part I

We are Yankee Doodle pilots
Yankee Doodle do or die.
Real live nieces of our Uncle Sam
Born with a yearning to fly.
Keep in step to all our classes
March to flight line with our pals
Yankee Doodle came to Texas
Just to fly the PTs.
We are those Yankee Doodle gals.





Chapter I

Late January, 1943

IN HER PARENTS’ Georgetown home, Cappy Hayward sat on the sofa cushion, her shoulders squared, her hands folded properly on her lap, and her long legs discreetly crossed at the ankles. On an end table sat a framed photograph of her father wearing his jodhpurs and polo helmet and standing beside his favorite polo horse. The picture of the proud, handsome man smiling for the camera bore little resemblance to the career military man confronting her now. Her face was without expression, emotions controlled the way Army life had taught her, while she watched her father’s composure disintegrating in direct proportion to his rising anger.

Dropped ice cubes clattered in the glass on the bar cabinet. The golden leaves on the shoulders of Major Hayward’s brown Army jacket shimmered in the January sunlight spilling through the window. Major Hayward was not accustomed to having his authority questioned, and certainly not by a member of his family.

“I thought we had discussed all this and it was agreed you were not going to pursue this highly experimental program. It is a damned stupid idea to train women pilots for the Army.” He pulled the stopper out of the whiskey decanter and splashed a liberal shot of liquor into the glass with the ice cubes.

“You ‘discussed’ it and reached that conclusion,” she corrected him smoothly. Her shoulder-length hair was dark, nearly black, a contrast to the startling blue of her eyes. Her poise was unshakable, giving a presence and authority and an added sense of maturity to this tall, long-legged brunette.

“Now, don’t go getting smart with me, Cappy.” A warning finger jabbed the air in her direction.

As a small child, she’d always begged to wear her father’s hat. He’d been a captain then. Subsequently, she had been dubbed his “little captain,” which had become shortened to Cap, and eventually expanded to the nickname Cappy.

“I’m not,” she said evenly. “I am merely informing you that I have been accepted for this pilot training program and I’m going.”

“Just like that, I suppose.” Displeasure made his voice harsh. Its lash could be much more painful than any whipping with a belt. “What about your job?”

Wartime Washington, D.C., paid high wages for moderately skilled typists, but Cappy didn’t consider the work to be much of a job. It demanded nothing from her, and provided no challenge at all. There was a war on and she wanted to make some meaningful contribution, no matter how trite it sounded. She wasn’t doing that, typing interoffice memos nobody read, in some dreary “tempo”—one of more than two dozen prefabricated office buildings the government had erected for temporary quarters. After sweltering all summer inside the gray asbestos walls, Cappy couldn’t face an entire winter shivering in them.

“I’ve already given them my resignation.” She glanced down at her hands, then quickly lifted her chin so her father wouldn’t get the impression she was bowing under the dictatorial force of his arguments. “I’m not going to change my mind, sir.” She slipped into the childhood habit of calling him “sir,” a throwback to the days when a gangly, white-pinafored, pink-ribboned little girl had trailed after her tall, handsome “daddy” and been sternly ordered to call him “sir.”

With a sharp pivot, he swung away from Cappy to face the meekly silent woman anxiously observing the exchange from the cushion of a wing chair. He lifted the glass and poured half the contents down his throat.

“This is all your fault, Sue,” he muttered at his wife. “I never should have allowed you to persuade me to let Cappy move into an apartment of her own.”

“Don’t blame this on Mother,” Cappy flared. “She had nothing to do with it.”

Not once during her entire life could Cappy recall her mother taking a view opposing her husband. She was always the dutiful Army wife, ready to pack at a moment’s notice and leave behind her friends with never a complaint. With each move to a new post, her mother painted, papered, and fixed up their housing into beautiful quarters, only to leave them for someone else to enjoy when they moved again. She observed all the Army’s protocol, treating the colonel’s and the general’s wives with the utmost kindness and respect, and taking their snubs without a cross word. Her mother was either a saint or a fool, Cappy couldn’t decide which.

“Women in the cockpits of our military aircraft is positively an absurd idea,” her father ranted. “It will never work. Women are not physically capable of handling them.”

“That’s what they said about welding and a half dozen other occupations supposedly only men could do. Rosie the Riveter has certainly proved that isn’t so,” Cappy reminded him. “You should be glad about that. If it weren’t for women like Rosie, you wouldn’t have all your war machinery coming off the assembly lines now.”

Rosie the Riveter’s occupation was the antithesis of what her father saw as suitable for a female. If they had to work, women could be teachers, nurses, secretaries, and typists. In truth, her father wanted her to get married and give him a grandson to make up for the son he’d never had, Cappy being their only child. Dissatisfied with her choices, he’d even picked out a future husband for her—Major Mitch Ryan.

Cappy hated the Army—the way it submerged personalities in its khaki sea and imposed discipline on almost every facet of her life. As far as her father was concerned, the Army was always right. The Army was right to move them every four years, never allowing attachments to people or places to form, and it was right to discourage socializing between officers’ families and those of enlisted personnel. When she was nine years old, her father had caught her skipping rope with a sergeant’s daughter. Cappy still remembered how much fun Linda was and all the variations she knew. But the Army caste system had been violated, and Cappy had been forbidden to see her little friend again, and had her skip-rope taken away. And her mother had not said a word in her behalf—accepting, always accepting.

Cappy had been too well trained by Army life to ever openly rebel. But the minute she reached her majority and legally could live apart from her parents, she had moved out. It was a case of serving out her hitch. From now on, she made her own decisions and her own friends. And if they happened to be someone like Rosie the Riveter, she didn’t care even if her father did.

“Don’t cloud the issue,” he answered contentiously. “Learning manual skills does not mean a woman is capable of the mental and physical coordination required to fly long distances. Why on earth would you even entertain the idea?”

“Maybe you shouldn’t have taught me how to fly,” Cappy murmured with a small trace of mockery.

It was the one time she’d felt close to her father, that summer of her seventeenth year when she’d been going through that awkward, coltish, long-legged period. She and her mother had been watching from the ground while he performed beautiful and exciting aerobatics in the sky. After flying he had always seemed relaxed, more approachable, and less the stern disciplinarian. A few questions from her had led to a ride in the plane.

Suddenly her childhood god began to look upon her with favor; her father taught her to fly. For a while they’d had something in common, experiences to share and things to talk about—until the novelty had worn off for him. It had been cute to teach his daughter to fly, like teaching a dog a new trick. Later, he hadn’t understood why she wanted to continue such an unfeminine pursuit. Always she’d been a disappointment to him, too tall and striking to ever be the petite, pink-and-white little girl he envisioned for his daughter, and not the son she knew he wanted.

Typically, he ignored her reminder of his role in her flying as his jaw hardened, his blue eyes turning steel-hard, so similar in color and quality to hers. “Young women on military bases are going to be ogled by every noncom around. How can a daughter of mine subject herself to that kind of leering humiliation?”

“I was raised on military bases,” she reminded him. “I can’t see that there’s any difference.”

“There damn well is a difference!” His neck reddened with the explosion of his temper. “You are my daughter. If any man so much as looked at you wrong, they answered to me! A single woman on base is just asking to be rushed by every man jack there.”

“It doesn’t say very much for the men, does it?” Cappy challenged.

“Dammit, I want you to be practical,” he argued. “If you’re determined to make some use of your pilot’s license, join the Civil Air Patrol instead of traipsing halfway across the country to attend some fool training in a godforsaken Texas town.”

“That’s a joke and you know it,” she retorted angrily. “You’ve told me yourself that it’s ridiculous to even suppose there will be an invasion of the East Coast. And the chance of any long-range bomber strike is equally remote.”

“No daughter of mine is going to take part in any pilot training program for women! I won’t have you getting involved with any quasi-military organization that is going to send unescorted females to male airfields around the country. Why, you’d be regarded as no better than tramps.”

Outwardly, she showed a steely calm, all those years of disciplining her emotions coming into play and keeping her from giving sway to her anger. “You no longer have any authority over me. You may still have Mother under your thumb, but I’m not there anymore. I came to inform you of my plans. Now that I have”—Cappy picked up her coat and scarf from the chair back—“I see no reason to stay any longer.”

“Cappy.” Sue Hayward sprang to her feet, dismayed by this open break between father and daughter.

“Let her go, Sue,” Robert Hayward ordered coldly. “If she has so little respect for her parents that she would deliberately go against our wishes, then I don’t care to see her again.”

Briefly, Cappy glared at her father for demanding his wife’s undivided loyalty, then she started for the door, knowing well whose side her mother would choose. She caught the silent appeal in the look her mother gave her unrelenting husband before she turned to Cappy, “I’ll walk you to the door.”

Waiting until they were out of earshot, Cappy said, “I’m not going to apologize, Mother. I’m not sorry for anything I said.”

“He meant it, you know that.” She kept her voice low as they paused by the front door. “Don’t go into this program just to spite him, Cappy.”

“It’s what I want to do,” she insisted. “I don’t think you ever understood that. I don’t deliberately do things to upset him. There are things I want to do because they give me pleasure. Haven’t you ever done anything that you wanted to do? Has it always been what he wanted, Momma?”

“I love him. I want him to be happy.” Every discussion on the subject brought a look of vague confusion to her mother’s face.

“Haven’t you ever wanted to be happy?” But Cappy didn’t wait for an answer. Her mother was too much a reflection of her husband, even to the extent of reflecting his happiness. “What do you have, Momma? You have no home, no friends—you haven’t seen your family in years.”

“It hasn’t been possible. The Army—”

“Yes, the Army.” Cappy struggled with the toe-tapping anger she contained. “It’s no good, Mother. I won’t change. I won’t be like you.” She sensed the faint recoil and realized how her thoughtless remark had hurt. “I’m sorry.”

“This is what you want?” her mother asked quietly. “To fly?”

“Yes.”

There was a moment’s hesitation while her mother searched Cappy’s face. “Then go do it,” she said.

The encouragement, however reluctantly given, was totally unexpected. Misty-eyed, Cappy gave her a brief hug. “Thank you,” she said softly, then became knowingly wary. “But I promise you, I’m not going to set foot in this house again until he invites me.”

From the living room came the harsh, commanding voice, calling, “Sue? Susan!”

“I’m coming, Robert,” she promised over her shoulder, then exchanged a hug with Cappy.

Cappy tucked the ends of her loosely knotted long wool scarf inside her coat and reached for the doorknob. “Goodbye, Mother,” she said.

Outside, Cappy paused a moment on the stoop, then walked carefully down the snow-shoveled steps to the sidewalk. The visit had turned out almost the way she had expected it would. She had anticipated her father’s anger, his lack of understanding. She breathed in the cold, sharp air and started off.

With head down, she turned at the juncture of the main sidewalk and walked in the direction of the bus stop. At the crunch of approaching footsteps in the snow, she lifted her glance and tensed at the sight of the Army officer in a long winter coat—Major Mitchell Ryan.

“Hello.” His breath billowed in a gray, vaporous cloud as he smiled at her in puzzlement. “Am I too late? I thought the Major told me dinner would be at six this evening.” It was typical of her father to invite the bachelor major to dinner without mentioning it to her. She had been foolish enough to go out on a few dates with him after her father had introduced them. Now both of them seemed to believe Mitch Ryan had some sort of proprietary rights over her.

Cappy reluctantly stopped to speak to him. Dusk was gathering, sending lavender shadows across the white townscape. She looked out across the snow-covered lawns and bushes rather than meet the narrowed probe of his dark eyes. “I wouldn’t know. I’m not staying for dinner. Father and I had a falling-out over my decision to join the training program for women pilots.”

“General Arnold’s new little project. Yes, I remember you mentioned it to me.” His head was inclined in a downward angle while he studied her closed expression. “There is some skepticism toward it.”

“I’ve been accepted.” She tilted her head to squarely meet his gaze, since he was a head taller than her five-foot-seveninch height. The rich brown shade of his eyes had a velvet quality, and there always seemed to be something vaguely caressing about the way he looked at her, a definitely disconcerting trait—all the more reason to stay clear of him now that these last few months had shown her she could like him. Major Mitchell Ryan was career Army.

“Are you going?” His eyes narrowed faintly.

“I report to Avenger Field in Sweetwater, Texas, next week.” She started walking and Mitch Ryan swung around to fall in step with her, the wool Army coat flopping heavily against his long legs. Like Cappy, he looked straight ahead.

“For how long?”

“Twenty-six weeks, if I make it the full distance.”

“What then?”

“Then I’ll be assigned to the Air Transport Command, I expect, ferrying planes around the country,” she said.

“And where, exactly, does that leave us, Cap?” His head turned in her direction, the bill of his officer’s hat pointing down.

“I wasn’t aware there was any ‘us.’” Her mouth was becoming stiff with the cold, but it seemed to match her mood.

His leather-gloved hand caught her arm, stopping Cappy and turning her to face him. “Don’t go.” He held her gaze, their frosty breaths mingling.

“Why?”

The line of his mouth became grimly straight. He was struggling to conceal the frustration and annoyance he was feeling. “Surely the Major advised you of the negative image associated with women and the military.”

“Yes, I heard the whole lecture, but this happens to be a civilian group.” She stayed rigid in the grip of his hands.

“I suppose I can’t change your mind about going.” The muscles along his jaw stood out in hard ridges.

“No,” Cappy replied evenly, without rancor. How many times had she seen Mitch since her father had introduced them three months ago? A half-dozen times maybe, but no more. Yet she must have turned down thrice that many invitations from him. Her rejection only seemed to add to his determination. It was just as well she was leaving before his persistence wore her down and she became involved with him despite her better judgment.

Through the thickness of her winter coat, she could feel his fingers digging into her arms. “There’s a war on, Cappy.”

“Washington is loaded with man-starved girls. You aren’t going to miss me for long, Mitch. Not in this town.” The approaching rumble of a bus was a welcome intrusion on a scene that was becoming very uncomfortable to Cappy. “Here comes my bus, Major. I won’t have a chance to see you again, so we might as well say goodbye to each other now. It’s been fun.”

He flicked an impatient glance toward the oncoming bus, then brought his attention back to her face. “Fun. Is that all it’s been to you?”

“Yes.”

For an instant longer, his dark gaze bored into her while his mouth tightened. With a roughness he’d never shown her before, Mitch dragged her closer and bent her head backwards with the force of his kiss. It was hard and short, briefly choking off her breath. When he abruptly released her, Cappy gave him a stunned look.

“Go,” Mitch ordered roughly with a jerk of his head toward the braking bus.

“That achieved nothing, Mitch.” The tactic was so typically military—to overpower and control. Cappy wanted him to know it had failed. He might be like her father, but she was not like her mother.

“Then there’s nothing to keep you here, is there?” The hard gleam in his eye challenged her.

Behind her, the bus crunched to a full stop next to the snow-mounded curb. Cappy hesitated only a split second. Long ago she had resolved not to let herself be open to hurt. It was better to know what she wanted. In the long run, it would spare her a lot of pain and heartache. She waved for the bus to wait for her and left him standing in the snow.

The clickety-clack of the iron wheels clattered in the background as Cappy gazed at the Texas buttes to the south. They were the only landmarks in an otherwise monotonous landscape of mesquite and dull red earth beneath a gray sky. Yet she observed it all with a controlled eagerness.

There was a movement in her side vision, followed by an outburst of raucous laughter. Cappy let her attention stray from the dust-coated train window to the group of servicemen at the front of the car. It was a motley assortment of passengers on board, weighted heavily on the side of soldiers either heading home on leave or reporting for duty.

Everybody was going somewhere. It had been that way for over a year—ever since Pearl Harbor. Cappy glanced at the family from the Arkansas hills, seated across the aisle from her. The woman and her three children were on their way to California. She had confided to Cappy earlier in the journey that her husband had “gotten hisself a right fine job at one of those aeroplane plants.” Cappy had surmised from the woman’s wide-eyed look of wonder that he was making more money than his family had seen at one time before.

“Momma, I’m hongry.” The oldest child made the hushed comment which carried to Cappy’s hearing. The girl looked to be about seven although the mother didn’t appear to be much older than Cappy’s twenty-two years.

Cappy’s head bobbed slightly with the rocking sway of the train while she observed the family with idle curiosity. For all the woman’s apparent inexperience of the world, the blue eyes above those hollow, boned cheeks possessed a knowledge of life’s more basic realities.

The woman removed a wax-paper-wrapped sandwich from the satchel at her feet without disturbing the toddler sleeping on her lap. The middle child, a five-year-old boy, stared at the sandwich with big eyes, but didn’t say a word. When the woman pulled the sandwich into two more-or-less equal halves, the older child made a faint sound of protest.

“Now, Addie, you share this with your little brother,” the woman admonished with a warning look that silenced the girl, but Cappy noticed the resentful glance she gave the boy.

The sandwich didn’t appear worthy of a fight. The thick slices of bread almost hid the thin slice of cheese trapped between them, yet the children ate it slowly, savoring every mouthful, and carefully picking up any crumb that fell. The woman bent across the sleeping child again to rummage through the satchel, and this time came up with a small, slightly withered-looking apple. As she straightened, she noticed Cappy watching her. She darted a quick, self-conscious glance at the apple in her hand.

“Would ya care fer an apple?” the woman offered hesitantly. “They’re right sweet ones growed from our own tree in the back yard. They kept real fine in the cave this winter.”

“Thank you, no.” Cappy noticed the faint show of relief in the woman’s expression. “I’m getting off at the next stop.”

Cheese sandwiches that were more bread than cheese, old and wrinkled apples—Cappy mentally shook her head in a kind of wry pity. She couldn’t recall ever eating plain bread and cheese in her life. Army life had insulated her from much of the Great Depression. Food had always been plentiful in her family, purchased at PX prices. They had never lacked for anything.

A man in a Marine uniform approached, deliberately catching her eye. He paused by the aisle chair next to the window seat she occupied and braced his feet against the rock of the train.

“Anyone sitting here?” He indicated the vacant aisle seat.

Cappy gave a negative shake of her head. “Help yourself.” Such advances had occurred so many times during her long train ride, they had acquired a certain monotony. As the young Marine dropped into the seat, she asked, “Are you heading home on leave or on your way back?”

“Reporting for duty in California,” he said. “Rumor has it we’ll be shipping out in a few weeks. Destination—some ‘nowhere’ in the Pacific.” His mouth twisted in a rueful grimace, intended to elicit sympathy.

“Somebody has to go, I guess.” Her sidelong glance mocked his pity-me look.

He laughed shortly, unsure whether she was joking or making fun of him. He eyed her, faintly puzzled by the aloof poise she maintained, so at odds with the vibrant image of her long dark hair, curled at the ends, and her vivid blue eyes.

“My name’s Andrews, Benjamin T. Ben to my friends.” He tried to smile. Usually the uniform did the trick for him with girls but he could tell she wasn’t at all impressed by it.

“Hayward, Cappy.” She mimicked his military phrasing.

“Cappy, eh.” He seemed to search for a topic that would give him control of the conversation. “Well, where are you bound … Cappy?”

The clackety-clack of the train became louder as the connecting door between the passenger cars was opened. The conductor entered and started down the aisle. “Swee-eetwater! Next stop, Swee-eetwater!” He made the rhythmic announcement as he walked through the car.

“This is where I leave you–Avenger Field, Sweetwater,” Cappy said to the Marine and glanced briefly out the window. The flat-topped mesas to the south that had dominated the landscape since Abilene were gone. All she could see now was flatly undulating country beneath a gray and bleak sky.

The train began to slow as it reached the outskirts of the Texas town. Another young woman in the front of the passenger coach stood when Cappy did and took her suitcase from the overhead rack. Their glances met across the heads of the other passengers, and recognition flashed between them—recognition of the shared purpose for which they’d traveled to this west Texas town.

“I’ll get that for you.” The Marine reached for the blue suitcase bearing Cappy’s initials and lowered it down.

“Thanks, I can manage.” She started to take it from him, but he eluded the attempt.

“No doubt you can,” he agreed with a rare show of humor that put them on equal footing. “But my mom taught me to carry heavy things for a lady.”

Unexpectedly liking him, Cappy shrugged and laughed. “Suit yourself.” They made their way to the end of the coach with Cappy gripping each passing seat-back to retain her balance against the slowing lurch of the train. The grinding screech of the brakes put an end to any further conversation as the train rumbled to a stop. “Good luck to you, Ben.” She stuck out a friendly hand to say goodbye to him.

“Yeah.” He looked at her hand for a second, then at her face, and leaned forward to plant a kiss on her surprised lips. Grinning, he handed her the suitcase. “A fella never knows if he’ll get another chance to kiss a pretty girl.”

Cappy smiled widely. “Liar,” she mocked the trite sentiment, as a barrage of wolf whistles rose from the other servicemen in the car.

Wartime had a crazy effect on people, a fact she had noticed before. It became an excuse for them to throw aside convention and do what they pleased—and they usually did.

The door opened and Cappy turned to leave. Her glance locked with the other girl also waiting to disembark. There was a bold and reckless quality about her—an earthy zest. Cappy had a distinct feeling this girl would do anything on a dare. About the same height as Cappy, maybe an inch shorter, she had sand-colored hair, bobbed short into a mass of loose curls that needed little attention, and her eyes were an unusual gray-green, very frank in their gaze.

The conductor took their luggage and carried it down the steps. He left it sitting on the platform of the Texas and Pacific train depot and came back to give them a hand down. A raw wind lashed at their cheeks as Cappy followed the other girl. She looked down the track, but no one else had gotten off the train. All the townspeople seemed to have been chased inside by the blustery wind of this gray, February day. Their glances met again as they reclaimed their respective suitcases.

“I heard you tell that private you were bound for Avenger Field.” The girl’s voice had a pleasant rasp to it, husky and warm, yet as bold as she was. “Since we’re both going to the same place, we might as well share that lone taxi.” She nodded in the direction of a navy-blue sedan that had just driven up to the train station.

“Why not?” Cappy couldn’t argue with the practical suggestion.

The numbing wind chased away idle chit-chat and hurried them both to the waiting taxi. The driver stepped out, his collar turned up, a cowboy hat pulled low over his forehead. He angled his body into the wind while he took their suitcases.

“Reckon you two are wantin’ to go to Avenger Field with the rest of those females,” he surmised, sizing them up with an all-seeing glance while he juggled their luggage and opened the trunk.

“That’s right,” came the whiskey-rough reply as the girl didn’t wait around for the car door to be opened for her, but bolted into the rear seat. Cappy followed and shut the door. Finally sheltered from the bitter wind, the long and lanky girl suppressed a shudder. “It’s cold out there. I always thought Texas was warm,” she grumbled.

“Texas is infamous for its ‘blue northers.’” Cappy opened her purse and removed a cigarette from a pack. “Want one?”

“No thanks.” Gray-green eyes were on her as the match was struck and the flame held to the tip of the cigarette. “Are you from Texas?”

“No, but I’ve lived here.” Exhaling a cloud of smoke, Cappy settled into her corner of the back seat. “My name’s Cappy Hayward, by the way.”

“Marty Rogers, from Detroit, Michigan.”

“My last address was Washington, D.C.” She flipped open the car’s ashtray, glancing at the driver when he slid behind the wheel. “I’m an Army brat, so—you name it, I’ve lived there.”

When the taxi pulled away from the depot, the Rogers girl leaned forward to ask the driver, “How far is it to the field?”

“Not far.” He shrugged as if to indicate the distance was of little import and not worth his time figuring.

“A couple of miles.” Cappy supplied the information she had gleaned from inquiries within the Army system.

“How do you know? Have you been to this air base before?”

“Actually it isn’t a military air base. It’s a municipal field converted to military use to train pilots.” She took a drag on her cigarette and exhaled the smoke while she added, “The town named it Avenger Field last year—to train pilots to ‘avenge’ the attack on Pearl Harbor.”

“You’re a veritable fountain of information. I thought I’d done well merely locating Sweetwater on a Texas map.” The husky gravel of her voice had a taunting pitch of self-mockery, a wry humor always lurking somewhere to poke fun at something.

“We had some British flyboys out there. Last of ‘em left last summer.” The driver volunteered the information, tossing it over his shoulder to his passengers in the back seat. “Got some American boys out there now,” he told them in a voice that was thick with the local twang.

“They only have a few more weeks before they finish their training. Then, rumor has it, Avenger Field will be strictly female.” Cappy sensed the questioning look and acknowledged it. “I did some checking after I received my telegram from Jacqueline Cochran ordering me to report here. Only half of our class will be training at Avenger Field. The other half is reporting to Howard Hughes Field in Houston.”

The taxi had already passed the last buildings on the edge of town. From the little she’d seen of Sweetwater, it hadn’t struck Marty Rogers as being a place filled with action, whereas Houston at least conjured up images of a big town. Oh, well, she decided with a mental shrug, she had come here to fly, not to party. A good thing, too, because about all she saw out the window was a heavy gray sky and a lot of desolate country.

“I don’t care. I just want to fly,” Marty asserted a little more strongly than was necessary.

“Don’t we all,” Cappy murmured and stabbed out the fire in her cigarette.

“I suppose your father’s a pilot in the Air Corps.”

“He has a desk job in Washington. He’s been posted to the Pentagon—the new building in Washington they built to house the military command. He flies, but strictly for his own pleasure.”

“Is that how you learned?”

“Yes.” Cappy didn’t elaborate on her answer to the first truly personal question put forth. She could have told this Rogers woman that her father now rued the day he’d ever taught her to fly. Sharing information was one thing, but giving confidences to strangers—“telling all” in the space of five minutes—was another.

Over the years, she had lost count of the number of new homes she’d lived in, new towns, new friends—the pathetic eagerness to be liked. She had made the mistake of confiding things about herself to those she thought were new-found friends only to have them blab it all over school. She’d learned the hard way to keep things to herself-problems, fears, and desires. It was better to be self-sufficient; then people couldn’t hurt you.

“How did you learn to fly?” Cappy switched the focus to Marty Rogers.

“When my older brother, David, took up flying, I had to give it a whirl. One time up and I was hooked.” Her wide mouth quirked in wry remembrance. “My folks bought David a plane, a little Piper Cub. I mean he’s the number one son so he gets everything, right? I turned out to be an afterthought in more than one way.”

David had always had center stage from the time she could remember. She had grown up in her older brother’s shadow, worshiping him sometimes and violently resenting him other times. The competition between them was strong—as strong as the sibling love that bound them.

“Anyway—” Marty took a deep breath and plunged on. “David let me use his plane as long as I paid for the fuel. It was a helluva good deal for me.” She swore naturally and casually, managing to make it inoffensive. “You should have heard him when he found out I’d qualified for this flight training program the Army’s giving us. He was so damned green with envy.”

“Why is that?” Cappy knew she was expected to ask.

“With that plane of his, he thought he was going to have a leg up on everybody when he joined the Army. He figured with all his hours and experience he’d be a shoo-in for pilot training, but he couldn’t pass the physical.”

“I think we all sweated that.”

“Yeah, well, David’s on his way to Fort Bragg in North Carolina for paratroop training. He decided if he couldn’t fly planes for the Army, jumping out of them was the next best thing. Hell, I’m twice the pilot he ever thought of being and I know it.” Marty bragged without apology. “Not that my parents are ever likely to notice anything I do.” She paused a second, an indignant anger surfacing. “You know, David left a couple of weeks ago for camp, and for his last night home my mother used all of her meat-ration coupons on a steak for him! You know what I had my last night? Macaroni. It isn’t fair.”

“I know what you mean,” Cappy said with empathy.

“Do you have any brothers?”

“No, I’m an only child.”

“Lucky you. Your parents probably think anything you do is wonderful. Do you know how my father reacted when I told him I was going to take this training? I got this whole lecture that proper young women should be content to stay on the ground. He just couldn’t get it through his head that I’m twenty-four years old. I don’t need his permission.”

“I was forbidden to come,” Cappy replied.

“You’re kidding! I figured an Army father would be all in favor of it. Isn’t that something?” She sat back in her seat. “You ought to hear my folks carry on about the way I smoke and drink and date guys. Their precious son certainly is no saint. Where do they think I learned everything? Hell, I’m probably not an ideal daughter.” She hit a flat note. “But I can’t be what I’m not. Besides, there’s a war on.” Marty came back to her old form, husky and uncaring. “It isn’t fair that David gets to go and have all the excitement while I’m supposed to sit around and twiddle my thumbs.”

The driver slowed the taxi and Cappy glanced out the window at the guardhouse marking the entrance to the field. “Looks like we’re here.”

The taxi stopped in front of a long, slant-roofed building, squatting low to the ground and painted gray as if to match the clouds overhead. Military paint came in only three colors: battleship gray, olive drab, and khaki brown. Beyond were the barracks buildings, six of them marching by twos facing each other lengthwise in a north-south line. The hump-backed roofs of two hangars were visible. Atop one there was a tower of sorts that reminded Cappy of a widow’s walk, a flight of steps leading to it from the outside.

In addition, the recreation/dining room and ground school classroom buildings made the third side to the triangular layout of the field buildings with the hangars for a base line. A long stretched–out building ran parallel to one of the two intersecting runways. Windows lined the front of one end where the pilot’s “ready room” was located, the place where the trainees would await their turn to fly. The other end was divided into classrooms for their ground school courses. All the wooden, gray buildings were huddled by the runways, intertwined by taxi strips linking the ends of the runways with the flight line and hangars as well as with each other. From the air, Avenger Field resembled a crudely drawn map of Texas.

The driver set their suitcases on the hard-packed ground spotted with a few tufts of tenacious buffalo grass. Splitting the fare, Cappy and Marty each paid their share. He pocketed the money and gave them a wondering look. “It beats me why you gals would think you could take up this flying business. It ain’t natural, ya know.”

“I guess we’re all just a little crazy,” Marty informed him with mock seriousness at his male prejudice against females and flying.

It sailed right by him as he turned away, shaking his head. When Marty glanced at Cappy, she was wearing the same slightly exasperated expression. The common bond brought a smile to each of them. A feeling of adventure and excitement ran high in Marty’s veins. As the taxi rumbled away, it suddenly ceased to matter how cold and forlorn the day was. This was the chance of a lifetime and there wasn’t a damned thing that was going to stand in her way. She could tell Cappy Hayward felt the same way.

“This is it.” Marty looked at the administration building before them.

“Let’s go in.” Cappy hoisted her heavy bag and started for the door, her deeply blue eyes agleam.

Accustomed to being the one in the lead, Marty faltered a second before she followed the calmly assertive brunette. As Cappy opened the door, the cold wind rushed inside to announce their arrival to the large group of women already gathered in the big room. The sudden draft swirled through the blue-gray smoke hanging in layers close to the ceiling. Heads turned toward the door to protest the gust of cold air, then remained in the same position to eye the newcomers. But the lull in the conversation didn’t last long as Cappy and Marty were quickly absorbed and the buzz of female chatter reached its former level.

It seemed natural that since they had arrived together, they would stay together. They worked their way through the massed clusters of women until they found a patch of unoccupied floor and set their suitcases on it.

Throughout the room, luggage was put to a variety of uses—racks for coats to be draped on, backrests for those seated on the floor, and narrow seats for others to sit on. Marty shed her heavy winter coat and laid it across the top of her suitcase while she glanced at a trio of women only a couple of feet away.

“Hi.” She wasted no time getting acquainted, untroubled that Cappy Hayward exhibited no such eagerness. “Marty Rogers from Michigan.”

“Hey, I’m from Chicago,” piped up a girl with dark hair. “Whereabouts did you fly?”

“Out of Detroit mostly.”

“Where are you from?” The question was directed at Cappy, acknowledging her presence on the periphery of the group.

“Cappy Hayward, Washington, D.C.” She identified herself with the close-mouthed crispness Marty had already begun to expect from her.

“Is that where you did your flying?”

“No. I logged most of my hours out of Macon, Georgia,” she replied.

“Oh?” The dark-haired woman nearest to Marty had been an interested listener, half sitting and half leaning on her suitcase. Marty blocked her view of Cappy, so she straightened to look around her. “Are you from there originally?” The girl’s soft, drawling voice revealed her southern upbringing, silky and sweetly refined. But it was her size that startled Marty—she was so much shorter than the rest of them.

“I’ll be damned,” Marty exclaimed under her breath. “You must have just made it above the minimums.”

“I squeaked through by an eighth of an inch.” She laughed. “Five foot two and five-eighths. It was a good thing they measured me in the morning or I wouldn’t have made it.”

“How do you see over the control panel? Hell, for that matter, how do those short legs of yours reach the rudder pedals?” Marty poked fun at her in a jesting manner. “You must sit on a stack of pillows.”

“Only two.” She pointed to a pair of cushions, secured with a strap to her suitcase handle.

Noticing the initials MLP on the suitcase, Marty couldn’t resist asking, “What does MLP stand for—Mighty Little Pilot?”

“Mary Lynn Palmer,” she corrected, offering an applecheeked smile at Marty’s razzing yet managing to convey a ladylike air.

“Hello, Mary Lynn.” With her handshake, Cappy managed to inject a modicum of manners. “My father was stationed in Macon five years ago. He’s career military, a major in the Army Air Corps.”

“In that case”—Chicago spoke up—“let me officially welcome you to the Three hundred nineteenth Women’s Army Air Forces Flying Training Detachment—more familiarly known as the Three hundred nineteenth W.A.A.F.F.T.D.” They were designated as Class 43-W-3, meaning they would be the third class of women to graduate during the year 1943.

“God, what a mouthful,” Marty commented, then informed the others, “If you want the lowdown on anything, just ask Cappy here. She knows just about everything.”

“How soon do you think they’ll make us a branch of the military? They’re talking of bringing the WAACs in—and the Navy women, too.” The girl from Chicago took Marty at her word.

It was on the tip of Cappy’s tongue to say, “When hell freezes over if my father is to be believed,” but she suppressed that urge and responded with military tact. “So far, we’re only an experiment. The two classes that started ahead of us three months ago in Houston haven’t graduated yet. On paper, it looks good to train women pilots to ferry aircraft so men can be released for combat duty. Until we prove we are capable of doing that, the jury is out.”

“It gripes me the way men think we can’t fly as well as they can, given the same training,” Chicago complained, but there was a hint of reservation in her voice, as if she might have some misgivings of her own.

“Don’t you know it’s because all females are scatterbrained, too flighty to fly?” Marty retorted.

“Well, I’m just glad an airplane doesn’t know whether it’s being flown by a man or a woman,” the third member of the trio said, a comely blonde who slouched in an attempt to diminish her nearly six-foot stature.

Just then, Marty’s eye was caught by the sight of a tall, very fashionably dressed woman threading her way through the lounging clusters of females. Marty had always believed that she carried her height well, but this auburn-haired woman moved with an almost regal grace.

“Who is she?” Marty discreetly gestured toward the stately redhead with a small nod of her head.

“She’s really something, isn’t she?” the shy blonde replied with a trace of envy in her voice.

“She looks like she stepped out of the pages of a Paris fashion magazine,” Marty murmured.

A second later, the woman stopped beside two huge steamer trunks set next to the wall. A full-length leopard-skin coat was draped negligently across one of them. The woman used it as a cushion to sit on and crossed her long, silk-clad legs.

“Good God,” was Marty’s stunned, blasphemous comment. When the woman slipped a cigarette into the end of a long silver holder, it was too much for Marty. “I’ve got to meet her. She can’t be for real.” She looked expectantly at the others. “Are you coming with me?” she challenged them, but didn’t wait for a reply.

Curiosity prompted all of them to trail after her, assuming a guise of nonchalance. A wide bracelet glittered with jeweled brilliance around the woman’s wrist, and the blonde whispered to Chicago, “Do you suppose those are real diamonds?”

No one, not even for a minute, believed anything about her was phony. When she noticed them strolling so casually her way, her glance slid away as if to snub them. Then she turned back, her chin lifting a fraction of an inch while a cool smile edged her red, red lips.

“Hello.” A very cultured and smooth voice greeted them.

“Hi, I’m Marty Rogers. We couldn’t help noticing you sitting over here by yourself.” Her glance went to the big trunks in obvious question.

“I’m Eden van Valkenburg from New York.” She extended a slim, manicured hand in greeting. Her long nails were painted the same bright red shade as her lipstick.

For a second, Marty wondered if she was supposed to curtsy over the proffered hand. But when she shook it, the returning pressure was firm and definite. It gave Marty a second’s pause.

“Let me introduce you around. This is Cappy Hayward. We arrived on the same train,” Marty explained. “Her father’s an Army man so if you have any questions, just ask her.” There were no more handshakes, just exchanges of polite and curious smiles. “Mary Lynn Palmer is from Mobile, Alabama. And—Chicago, I don’t know your name.”

“Gertrude Baxter, but everybody calls me Trudy.” She ran a hand over her limp hair, a self-conscious gesture in reaction to the stylish and obviously very sophisticated woman before her.

“I’m Agnes Richardson—Aggie.” The awkwardly tall blonde bobbed her head in quick introduction, then couldn’t keep from gushing, “I just love your outfit.” She gazed enviously at the powder-blue wool dress with its padded shoulders and full, draping skirt.

“Thank you. Actually, I feel slightly overdressed.” The frank admission caught them all by surprise.

None of them thought she would say what they were all thinking, but the proud gleam in Eden’s brown eyes should have warned them. She knew it was better to verbalize their thoughts for them than to let them talk behind her back.

“Do you?” Marty replied, always quick with a whiskey-voiced retort. “It’s the cigarette holder. It’s a bit too much, don’t you think?” It was a gibe meant to sting. Marty had never cared for people who thought they were somehow better than everyone else. The air crackled briefly with a sparking antagonism.

“Are both these trunks yours, Miss van Valkenburg?” Cappy quietly inserted the question between them.

She was slow to turn her attention away from Marty. “Yes, they are.” She met the pleasantly interested look and found nothing threatening in the inquiry. “I felt I should bring only what I absolutely needed.”

For a stunned second, no one could say anything. Even Marty waited for the redhead to smile at the little joke she had made, then realized the woman was dead serious. The discovery seemed to hit them all at the same time. Beside her, Chicago choked on a gasp of laughter that brought on a coughing spasm.

“You did bring an evening gown, didn’t you?” Marty asked with a straight face.

“No.” Eden van Valkenburg appeared taken aback by the question as she warily searched the faces of the other women. “Will I need one?”

“Oh, God,” Marty muttered, and she swung away, missing the flare of anger in the redhead’s expression.

A hush was spreading across the long rec hall. When it reached their small group, they all turned to find the cause of it. An officer in an Army uniform had entered the building. Once he had the attention of the entire room, he introduced himself as the base commander, and told them what to expect over the next twenty-six weeks while they learned to fly “the Army way.” It wasn’t a heartening speech as he ominously warned that two out of three would “wash out”—fail to graduate. It became very clear they were going to be subjected to military rules and disciplines, with demerits issued for any infringements.

As he briefly listed some, he came to “… profanity will not be tolerated …”

“Oh, damn,” Marty murmured under her breath, and the blond-haired Aggie Richardson tittered with laughter.



Chapter II

BY THE TIME the five girls retrieved their luggage and joined the queue at the linens window, they were near the end of the line. In a definite break with what Cappy Hayward regarded as Army tradition, the women were being allowed to choose their roommates—or baymates, since the barracks were divided into bays, each with six bunks. The five of them—Cappy, Marty Rogers, Mary Lynn Palmer, Trudy “Chicago” Baxter, and Aggie Richardson—had decided to share a bay and take potluck on who would make up the sixth.

“I guess we have to get used to shuffling in these damned lines,” Marty muttered.

“That’s the Army way,” Cappy replied.

Aggie inched closer. “I wonder where that rich van Valkenburg girl is?” She looked down the line of females to see if she could find her.

“She’s probably trying to find a bellboy to take her trunks,” Marty joked, then shook her head. “Can you believe her? If it wasn’t so damned funny it’d be pathetic.”

“You didn’t give her much of a chance.” The accusation was made in the softly drawling Alabama accent of Mary Lynn Palmer.

From anyone else, Marty might have bridled at the reprimand, but from this dark-haired, dark-eyed woman, she didn’t take offense. Despite their brief acquaintance, Marty was ready to swear there wasn’t a mean or spiteful bone in Mary Lynn’s body.

After thinking it over, she conceded, “Maybe I was quick to judge her. But I wasn’t really trying to make fun of her.”

“Oh, weren’t you?” Chicago chided.

“Maybe I was, but the situation was so damned comical.” Marty defended her behavior while hinting that she sometimes went for the joke without considering the feelings of the person who was the butt of it.

“Maybe she plans to write a book on what to wear when you go to war,” Chicago suggested with a quick laugh.

As the line moved along, they each had their turn at the linens window and received their sheets, pillowcases, and blankets. Loaded down, they headed for the row of barracks.

“All the bays are alike,” Cappy Hayward informed them. “Anybody have any preference for location?”

“It doesn’t make any difference to me,” Marty said and the others nodded their agreement. “Lead on, Cappy,” she declared, then shivered. “And get us out of this damned wind.”

“You’re going to have to start watching your language,” Cappy advised her. “They start issuing demerits tomorrow.”

The barracks were new, hastily constructed frame buildings, covered with cheap clapboard siding, and roofed with asphalt shingles, painted a dingy Army gray. Red dust clung to every groove, evidence of the pervasiveness of the dry Texas soil. A narrow, roofed walkway fronted the long buildings, pairs of double-hung windows alternating with bay doors.

As they neared the end of a long walkway, Cappy opened the door to an empty bay and the others trooped in behind her. They stopped inside and stared at the austere quarters. The plasterboard walls had received a coat of white paint, but gouges, scuff marks, and telltale yellow water stains warning of a leaky roof took away any sense of newness, although every building on the field, except for one hangar, had been constructed within the last year.

Six narrow Army cots roughly three feet apart stood one end against the wall in a long line. A thin mattress covered with blue-and-white-striped ticking lay atop each metal-framed bed together with a lumpy-looking pillow in the same material. At the foot of each was a large-sized footlocker, taking up more room on the bare wood floor. A wall switch by the door turned on the overhead light, housed in a dark green metal shade. The windows also sported green window shades, but no curtains.

“Be it ever so humble”—Marty walked to the cot nearest the end wall to dump her linen on it and set her suitcase on the floor—“there’s no place like home sweet home.”

Cappy made no response as she chose a cot of her own, taking the next-to-last on the other end. She laid her things on it in advance of settling in. The other three followed suit more slowly.

“These cots aren’t even as wide as the studio couch in my apartment back home,” Chicago offered in a distant voice.

“You hadn’t better roll over in your sleep at night or you’ll wind up on the floor,” Aggie predicted. All of them could feel the grittiness of the floor beneath their shoes, that fine dust pulverized into the boards.

“Mighty little Mary Lynn is the lucky one,” Marty surmised. “These cots are just her size.”

“I’m not that small,” she protested, claiming the second cot, next to Marty’s.

But Marty was already investigating the footlocker that would serve as closet and bureau, and paid no attention to the reply. A raspy laugh came from her throat, a brief burst of humor. “Can you imagine that van Valkenburg dame trying to fit her two trunks of clothes into this?”

Her question was met with faint smiles as each tried to adjust to her spartan environment. All five of them came from different parts of the country, different backgrounds. Yet, the fact that they were at Avenger Field meant it was likely they had all enjoyed a measure of affluence in their lives or they never would have been able to attain a pilot’s license nor accumulate the number of hours necessary to meet the requirements. Flying was an expensive hobby. Few women had the desire to fly and even fewer had the opportunity.

Choosing to explore her new surroundings rather than unpack, Marty closed her locker and straightened to look around the room. A door was at the other end.

“Where does that lead?” she asked, already heading down the length of the room to find out.

“It’s probably the bathroom,” Cappy guessed and followed to see if she was right.

Marty entered and came to an abrupt stop, startled by the sight of a strange female washing her hands at one of the two white porcelain sinks protruding from the wall, their pipes exposed below. “Sorry, I—” she started to apologize.

“No problem. I’m finished.” The girl shook the excess water from her hands and reached for a towel to dry them.

Besides the two sinks, the small, communal lavatory contained two showers and two stalls, lighted again by a ceiling fixture with a green-painted metal disc. Marty noticed the second door and frowned. “I thought this was our bathroom.”

“It looks as if we have to share it with the girls in the next bay,” Cappy said.

“That’s what we were told.” The gangly brunette finished drying her hands and cast a wry glance at the limited facilities.

“You’re kidding!” Marty protested. “Twelve girls sharing one bathroom—and one mirror?”

“It’s absurd, isn’t it?” the other girl said in a commiserating tone as she walked through the door to the adjoining bay.

“Absurd isn’t going to be the word for it when tomorrow morning comes and we’re all trying to get in here at the same time.” Marty foresaw the room would become a battleground with each girl fighting for her turn. Cappy didn’t disagree as they re-entered their bay. “Better set your clocks early if you want a crack at the bathroom before the stampede starts in the morning,” she warned the others.

They were all busy unpacking or getting their beds made, but Marty didn’t feel like tackling hers yet. She sat on her cot and spread her fingers across the blue-striped mattress to test its softness. Mary Lynn Palmer had taken the cot next to hers. Her suitcase lay open atop it while Mary Lynn transferred her clothes to the footlocker. Marty spied the framed photograph lying among some lingerie.

“Who’s the picture of—your fella?” she asked.

“You could say that.” Mary Lynn lifted it out to show Marty the photograph. “It’s my husband.”

Belatedly, Marty noticed the gold wedding band on Mary Lynn’s left hand. The gold-edged frame held a photo of an Army pilot, an officer’s cap sitting jauntily on his head, thick dark hair waving close to his ears. He had on a fleece-lined leather flying jacket, unzipped at the throat, and dark, smiling eyes stared at Marty from a lean, handsome face.

“Is he ever damned good-looking.” Marty read the inscription scrawled across the bottom of the picture: “To my darling wife, Mary Lynn, All my love always, Your adoring husband, Beau,” then passed the picture back to Mary Lynn. “He flies, too,” she observed.

“Beau is a B-17 pilot—stationed in England.” She spoke in a very low and soft voice that managed to convey the strength of a deep emotion. “He flies the big four-engine bombers they call the Big Friend.”

“Lucky guy. I’d love to crawl into the cockpit of one of those someday.” Marty rested her hands on the edge of the cot and casually leaned forward, noticing the caressing way Mary Lynn touched the photograph.

“Flying is how I met him.” She laughed softly and corrected herself. “Well, that isn’t exactly how I met him. A big air show was held at a field outside of Mobile and my daddy took me to see it. That’s where I saw Beau for the first time and found out he was a flying instructor. I persuaded my daddy to let me take lessons so I could meet him. You have no idea how hard it was to fly an airplane when he was talking in my ear.” Her laughter invited Marty to join in. “After we were married, Beau used to tease me that it was the flying bug that bit me—not cupid’s arrows.”

“How long have you two been married?” Marty guessed they had to be newly weds since Mary Lynn hadn’t lost that dreamy-eyed look. Sooner or later she’d wake up, Marty knew. With the war on, it was likely to be later, though.

“Ten years.”

“Ten … Wait a minute. How old are you?” Stunned, Marty frowned in disbelief. “Were you a child bride or something?”

“No. I was seventeen when Beau and I were married.” Mary Lynn smiled at Marty’s reaction and set the free-standing frame upright on the footlocker. “But I knew from the start he was the only man for me.”

“It must be nice to know you belong like that to somebody.” Long ago Marty had become resigned to her single state. She’d been born without the nesting instinct, lacking homemaking skills and the yen for a settled existence. She craved action and excitement too much. Once, during her early college years, she’d let a man try to tame her wild streak and show her a sample of domestic bliss. The only part that hadn’t bored her was the bedroom. Within a week they were at each other’s throats, he insisting that she settle down and stop carousing and Marty refusing to change her nature. After they split up, she had joked to her friends that she should have known it would never work. Even as a child, she had enjoyed playing doctor, but hated playing house.

So Marty had fun. Looking at Mary Lynn, Marty knew she could never be like her. Petite, dark-haired and softly feminine, she was the type men wanted, not Marty.

“I miss him.” Mary Lynn traced a finger across his picture. “When Beau was sent overseas I couldn’t stand being in the house without him, and I moved back home with my parents. That was a mistake, I’m afraid.”
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