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  Chapter 1

  
  







The Kansas field stretched endlessly beneath a sky dusted with stars, a peaceful Midwestern night serenaded by the gentle chorus of crickets and the hum of insects. The calm was abruptly shattered by the erratic sputter of an engine in distress.




The serene expanse of the field was illuminated only by the faint glow of distant lights, and the tranquility of the night contrasted starkly with the trouble unfolding above. The small barnstormer plane, struggling with a faltering engine, carved a path through the ink-black sky.




Inside the cockpit, Eve Marie, thirty-five years old and strikingly pretty despite the layers of grime that coated her, was a picture of focused determination. Her flight cap and goggles, once pristine, were now smeared with the residue of her recent struggle. The smoke pouring from the engine created a clouded haze that obscured her view. Her instruments had gone dark, leaving her with only the inky blackness of night beneath her.




Eve’s grip tightened on the stick as she wrestled with the controls, her eyes darting left and right in a desperate search for a sign of safety. With a deep breath, she pushed the stick forward, aiming for a lighter shade of black, a hint of promise amid the darkness. Her heart pounded in her chest as she closed her eyes, a flinch of fear twisting her features. She peeked through one eye just in time to see the shadow of the wheat field growing closer.




The plane began its slow, precarious descent, the engine sputtering and gasping like a tired old horse. It dropped through the darkness and skidded across the wheat field, its landing far from graceful. The once-proud barnstormer now lay crumpled and silent in the field, the vast swathes of golden wheat whispering around it as if to comfort the fallen aircraft.




Eve emerged from the wreckage, her movements a blend of relief and exhaustion. She peeled off her helmet and goggles with a grunt, throwing them aside as she clambered down from the wing. She landed heavily on the ground, the cool, solid earth beneath her offering a strange comfort. She sat there for a moment, her legs crossed, the softness of the soil a stark contrast to the harsh reality of her crash landing.




Wiping her face with a hankie, she only succeeded in smearing the dirt and grime further across her features. The effort seemed almost futile, but she made a determined attempt to clean up. After a brief moment of respite, she rose to her feet, her hands now smeared with engine oil and dust.




Eve took a moment to gather her bearings before she started searching the wreckage for essential tools. She rummaged through the debris, pulling out a flashlight and a toolbox with a series of practiced motions. With her tools in hand, she moved towards the crumpled engine, her mind already racing through potential fixes. The night air was crisp and cool, the quiet around her a stark reminder of the isolation that came with her predicament.




As Eve ripped into the engine, her movements were deliberate and methodical. The dim beam of her flashlight danced over the engine’s interior, revealing the complex tangle of wires and metal parts. She squinted in concentration, her brow furrowed as she searched for the source of the problem. The engine had been her responsibility, and now, in the dead of night, she had to confront the consequences of its failure.




The night seemed to stretch endlessly as Eve worked tirelessly, her breath visible in the cold air. Each clink of a tool or rustle of the engine was magnified in the stillness, a testament to her resolve. She was alone, her only company the whisper of the wind and the distant call of nocturnal creatures. The field, once a serene backdrop, now felt like a vast, unfeeling expanse, and Eve was just a solitary figure grappling with the challenges that lay ahead.




The struggle of the night was far from over, and as Eve continued to work, her thoughts were a whirlwind of determination and worry. She was not just fixing a plane; she was battling against the odds, striving to find a solution amidst the darkness. The night held many uncertainties, but Eve was resolute, her spirit undeterred by the challenges that lay ahead.
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The night was abruptly illuminated as four headlights cut through the darkness, their beams slicing across the field. They bobbed and wavered as they drew nearer to the crashed plane, cutting a stark contrast against the deep blackness of the night. The approaching lights heralded the sound of another engine, sputtering and groaning as it fought to maintain its function.




Eve Marie looked up from her work beneath the wing of the damaged barnstormer. Her hands paused in their task as she shifted her attention to the incoming headlights. The sputtering of the new engine, more distinct than the failing one of her plane, signaled the arrival of unexpected visitors.




The rumble of two identical Ford trucks broke through the night’s silence. Their tires screeched as they skidded to a halt, their powerful headlights casting a harsh, bright light over the lower fuselage of Eve’s plane. The intensity of the light revealed the full extent of the damage to the aircraft, casting long shadows across the crumpled metal.




Tom Beavers and Ted, his equally grizzled neighbor, emerged from the trucks. Both men were seasoned farmers with faces weathered by years of hard work under the sun. Tom, shifting a toothpick from one side of his mouth to the other, surveyed the scene with a mix of curiosity and concern. Ted, his face etched with lines of similar experience, stared intently at the wrecked plane.




Tom’s voice broke the silence, rough and tinged with the roughness of rural life. “Mister, you all right?”




Ted, with a hint of apprehension in his tone, added, “We heard you coming in. Did you get hurt?”




From beneath the wing, Eve popped into view, emerging into the harsh glare of the headlights. Her appearance was a wild, disheveled mess—her hair a tangled mass and her face smeared with grease and dirt. The transformation from the determined pilot to this grease-spattered apparition was startling. Tom and Ted recoiled slightly, their surprise evident.




Tom, his eyes widening in shock, exclaimed, “Jesus, Mister, you like to scared us to death.”




Ted, looking at Eve with a mix of surprise and bewilderment, commented, “You need a haircut.”




Eve shook her head, trying to dislodge some of the grime from her tangled hair. Standing defiantly, she squared her shoulders and met their gazes with a mixture of irritation and resolve. “First, I like my hair the way it is,” she retorted. “Second, I ain’t a mister.”




The sight of Eve’s bold assertion was enough to make Ted’s toothpick drop from his mouth in surprise. The unexpected encounter had shifted from concern for the pilot’s safety to a curious exploration of this fiery and unorthodox individual who had just crashed into their field.
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Ted’s kitchen was a cozy, well-worn sanctuary. The house, though spartan, radiated a comforting warmth that spoke of a life built on simplicity and hard work. Mrs. Ted, a plump, motherly figure, moved with practiced efficiency around the stove, preparing a meal for Eve. The kitchen, with its clean but visibly used surfaces, was a classic representation of a farmer’s home—a place where every item had a purpose and every corner held a story.




Ted sat at the worn plank table with Eve, a new toothpick nestled in his mouth. The two sat in silence, the occasional clink of utensils the only sound breaking the quiet.




Mrs. Ted looked over her shoulder as she worked. “It’s good he brought you here instead of you staying with old Tom Beavers. He’s a bachelor, you know.”




Eve, her expression one of genuine gratitude, nodded. “I’m very grateful.”




Mrs. Ted’s eyes softened. “No telling what folks around here would be saying about all that—”




Ted interrupted, his voice firm yet kind. “It’s our Christian duty. You kids go on now.”




Two children, Larry and Mary, stood in the doorway, their eyes wide with curiosity as they stared at Eve. They seemed to be trying to reconcile the sight before them with their own understanding of the world. Mrs. Ted placed a plate of food in front of Eve and took a seat across from her, the wooden chair creaking under her weight.




Eve looked at the plate, her brows knitting together in protest. “This is too much. You shouldn’t go to the trouble.”




Mrs. Ted waved her hand dismissively. “No, no, none of that. It’s no trouble. We were saving some for our oldest, Margaret.”




Eve glanced around the room, her gaze searching for the missing member of the family. “Where is she?”




Ted noticed her searching eyes and shrugged. “She’s late. Larry, Mary, get now. Sorry about that.”




The children’s footsteps pattered away, fading into the distance as they left the kitchen. Mrs. Ted’s voice was filled with a mix of curiosity and admiration as she continued, “They’ve never seen a lady pilot before. Me neither, to tell you the truth. Are you with the circus?”




Eve took a bite of her food, chewing slowly as she considered her response. “No ma’am. I’m just passing over. Or I was.”




Ted nodded, his face reflecting a thoughtful concern. “You can stay here tonight. I’ll help you look at your engine in daylight.”




Eve hesitated for a moment before responding. “Thank you, but I—”




The back door burst open with a suddenness that interrupted her. Maggie Ted, nineteen years old and a whirlwind of energy, raced into the kitchen. She barely glanced at her parents as she grabbed a plate from the stove.




“Mama, Pop, you’ll never believe what happened at Tom’s field. A plane crashed. The whole town is talking about it. Someone said it was a German pilot. They carried his body over to—”




Maggie’s words trailed off as she noticed Eve sitting at the table. Her spoon hovered mid-air, and her eyes widened in surprise.




Ted’s voice broke through the confusion with a touch of humor. “I guess they carried HER here.”




Maggie’s eyes widened further as she stared at Eve. “You ain’t dead.”




Eve smiled wryly. “The last time I checked.”




Maggie’s gaze swept over Eve, taking in her disheveled appearance. She hesitated for a moment before sitting down beside her mother, her curiosity evident. “You’re a woman.”




Eve chuckled softly. “The last time I checked.”




Maggie’s surprise gave way to a sense of wonder. “Well, I’ll be.”




Eve extended a hand towards Maggie, a gesture of both introduction and camaraderie. “I’m Eve Marie.”




Mrs. Ted, still bustling about the kitchen, added, “She’s going to be staying in your room tonight. Eve, this is our daughter, Margaret.”




Maggie took Eve’s hand, shaking it firmly while giving her mother a sidelong glance. “Maggie. I like to be called Maggie.”




The kitchen was abuzz with a new, lively energy as the evening progressed. The warmth and hospitality of the Ted family enveloped Eve, providing a brief respite from the chaos of her night. The simplicity of their home, combined with their genuine kindness, offered her a sense of comfort and security she hadn’t expected. As she settled into her new surroundings, the promise of a good night’s sleep and the help she would receive in the morning was a welcome reprieve from the trials of the night.
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Maggie’s room was a reflection of its occupant: neat, with a spartan quality that mirrored the rest of the house. The room was decorated with little mementos—flowers, knick-knacks, and trinkets that spoke of a young girl’s simple joys. Shelves lined with small treasures added a personal touch to the otherwise unadorned space.




Eve, freshly cleaned up and dressed in a borrowed nightgown, lay on one side of the bed. Her appearance, though still a bit rumpled, was now tidy and serene. Maggie, in contrast, climbed under the covers on the other side, her movements quick and practiced.




“This would be interesting if you were a boy pilot,” Maggie remarked as she settled into the bed, her tone teasing but with a hint of curiosity.




Eve raised an eyebrow. “Or if you were a farmer’s son.”




Maggie’s expression shifted momentarily. “Pop’s got a son in the next room. He calls him his little man.”




Eve chuckled softly. “Great, a night in jail instead of with you. I’ll take my chances.”




Maggie laughed at Eve’s response, rolling over as she prepared to drift off to sleep. The room fell into a comfortable silence, with Eve about to follow Maggie’s lead when a soft whisper broke the quiet.




“Eve?” Maggie’s voice was barely audible, laden with wonder. “What’s it like to fly?”




Eve, her voice heavy with sleep, responded in a dreamy tone. “Like nothing else on earth.”




Maggie’s curiosity was not easily sated. “I could have guessed that.”




Eve turned her head slightly, trying to stay awake just a bit longer. “You have horses?”




Maggie’s pride was evident in her voice. “Two.”




Eve nodded, her eyes half-closed. “You control them when you ride?”




Maggie’s tone was both confident and slightly defensive. “I’m the best bareback rider in the county.”




Eve smiled, though it was more of a sleepy grin. “I bet you are.”




Maggie bristled a bit at Eve’s casual tone. “I got a ribbon for it.”




Eve waved off the minor offense with a gentle laugh. “Forget it. Flying is being in control—only it’s not just that. It’s like, it’s your life, your choice, your power. The sky up there is so blue and the air so clean. Up there, the plane doesn’t care if I’m a woman, so long as I treat it right.”




Maggie absorbed Eve’s words in thoughtful silence, her mind racing with the possibilities. “Think I could fly?”




Eve’s response came slowly, her voice trailing off as sleep overtook her. “Someday.”




There was a pause before Maggie’s next question, a hint of eagerness in her voice. “Will you teach me?”




Eve didn’t answer. Her breathing had become steady and rhythmic, signaling that she was fast asleep. Maggie, still filled with curiosity and dreams of flight, rolled over to watch Eve. The room was now quiet, the only sounds being the soft rustle of the night and the gentle, rhythmic breathing of the two girls as they drifted into their dreams.















