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Dedication


My daughter and this story briefly passed one another as she began to multiply while the last of these words were released, so this book is dedicated to her, as well as to the WASP.





Epigraph


Once you have tasted flight, you will forever walk the earth with your eyes turned skyward. For there you have been, and there you will always long to return.

—LEONARDO DA VINCI
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Prologue

July 1943

KCMI Radio 1340 AM

Kansas City, Missouri

FROM SEA TO SHINING SEA, FROM FARMS AND CITIES ALIKE, women are trading skirts for overalls and fascinators for bandanas, leaving housework behind and putting dances and party-line gossip on hold in order to join the workforce and lend a helping hand in the fight against Hitler.

Uncle Sam’s daughters are impressing us with their competence and determination, accomplishing what we once thought only men could. The gender formerly known as the weaker sex is performing man-sized jobs with expertise and grace. They are operating lumber mills, rigging parachutes, testing tanks and the latest machine guns, manning antiaircraft batteries, and working in defense factories—all without even chipping their nail polish.

Despite their sensitive dispositions, women have shown themselves to be surprisingly hard workers and quick learners. They’ve acquired new language and skills; many are now as familiar with industrial tools as with their grandmother’s recipe for apple pie. Given just a few break allowances to freshen their lipstick, women can play an important part in the war effort.

We salute the girls who are already contributing and call on the rest of you ladies out there to do your part. You’ve all seen Norman Rockwell’s painting on the cover of the Saturday Evening Post, of a girl named Rosie with a riveting gun in her lap and a foot resting on Hitler’s Mein Kampf. We need more real-life Rosies on the home front to help us win this war.

Are you doing all you can to bring your brothers, neighbors, and sweethearts home safe?





Chapter 1

November 2009

AS KATHY BEGLEY ENDED THE PHONE CALL ACCEPTING her first job in twenty years, she felt a rising that she encompassed but was also floating atop. She was her whole self while simultaneously being contained inside herself, rushing up toward the crown of her head.

To be deemed capable after so long, and to know their bank account would be augmented after months of painful deductions, was uplifting. But there was a contradictory grounding too, a weight in her heels, because now she would have to tell her husband. It wasn’t that Neil was a male chauvinist, at least not in the traditional sense. He just wanted to be enough. He’d been that once.

Neil was holed up in his office—was it cruel to call it that after so much unemployment, or cruel to stop calling it that?—where he’d held private court since the night six months earlier when he’d stepped off the commuter train, his tie hanging around his collarbone like an undone noose, emanating whiskey and derailment. After he slept off his hangover, he launched into mania, updating his resume, creating a LinkedIn account, calling headhunters, and feeling out former work contacts and old buddies. There were a few phone interviews, but most applications went unanswered. The middle-aged were considered too expensive, set in their ways, and temporary. Job leads were exhausted and his fervor faded, yet he remained in self-imposed isolation, occupying himself well into the night scrolling Facebook, scoping out golf clubs he wouldn’t buy, and watching classic Patriots plays on YouTube, as if he wasn’t allowed to abandon his desk until he was bearing good news. Kathy added a cushion to his chair and ferried him coffee every morning. He spent more hours in the house than ever before, yet seemed permanently absent, or abducted by a dejected stranger. She missed her husband half-consciously rubbing her feet while they watched sitcoms; his broad hunch when he washed the dishes; his weekend uniform of moccasins, knee socks, and basketball shorts; and the ritual sharing of his post-jog clementine, whose peel he shucked away in one piece, a rose shell work of art.

She paused outside the office door to give Neil time to close his Solitaire window, thus protecting the illusion of his perpetual state of work, but also so that she could gather courage. She hadn’t even disclosed to him that she’d been applying. Such an admission would suggest she’d lost hope in his prospects, and maybe she had, or maybe they were just that desperate.

Neil had been the one to insist on their four-bedroom colonial with wide-planked floors, a butler’s pantry, transoms over the doorways, and cast-iron radiators, in Lexington, Massachusetts, a town of white-spire churches, shaped topiary trees, overflowing window boxes, black lantern streetlights, and art galleries, as well as historic renown. It was where the shot had been heard round the world, with graveyards dating back to the 1690s and a reenactment of the first battle of the Revolutionary War each Patriot’s Day. Neil had been raised closer to Boston, and though he was thankful for what his father, a bus driver, had provided, he envisioned a more sophisticated life for his children. He put aside any personal ambitions to pursue the dream life of owning a charming home in an upscale suburb. A good school system was worth paying for, and their house was a utility they’d use every day, he’d promised. He’d set them on that high ledge, where they’d teetered for twenty-five years, Neil putting in long hours and Kathy budgeting their finances. They drove sensible cars, skipped vacations, and lived well below the means of their neighbors, saving any extra income for home repairs and the kids’ tuitions. With seven years left on their mortgage and property taxes hovering over twenty grand, Neil’s layoff had finally toppled them. They were nose-diving, and without health insurance, but Kathy was about to restore equilibrium.

Neil palmed the mouse and faced the screen. Three frames hung on the wall over the computer: a photo of him and his brothers outside Fenway Park, his MBA diploma from Boston University, and artwork from Journey’s album Evolution, featuring “Lovin’, Touchin’, Squeezin’,” Neil’s half-joking request for their wedding song, which would have been fair grounds for Kathy’s father to thump him in front of 125 of their closest friends and family. It was midafternoon, but a half-drunk Stella sweated on the bare varnish, askew from the coaster she’d placed at his elbow.

He wore the same MIT crew neck sweatshirt he’d had on for days. His coppery hair was dark and bedraggled. He hunched like a man melting, as if his former identity was puddled at his feet. Kathy empathized; she too was familiar with abrupt redefining.

Kathy had, for the most part, reveled in being a full-time mother. When Noah and Fiona were little, she napped alongside them, their faces so close their eyelashes brushed hers with every slowing blink. Later, she cut their meat, tied their shoes, and strapped on kneepads. She hopped from birthday parties to lacrosse games to debate competitions. She tracked their ever-changing predilections and stocked her pantry, tuned her car radio, and bought Christmas presents accordingly. She spent two decades trailing her children’s orbit, setting her emotional barometer to their heartbreaks and celebrations, assuring them that they were perfect exactly as they were.

Surely there was jelly-in-hair, sneaker-eternally-missing, just-eat-the-damn-broccoli, bone-deep weariness. But those frustrations were insignificant when held up against electrifying joy, and completely shed once they packed their cars and drove away, and the precious chaos of a busy home dwindled to stillness.

Noah and Fiona still lived within thirty minutes, but even so, their departure from their home felt like limbs being severed, or maybe like the very opposite, as if Kathy had been appointed with too many arms, all dreadfully empty-handed. So she’d rearranged furniture, organized closets, and acquired enough plants to stock an industrial greenhouse and which she tended to the way she had her children, by rotating, repotting, and watering them to death.

She wanted to remind Neil that she was also navigating middle-age aimlessness but was afraid he’d explain exactly what made his situation different: their children’s launch was inevitable, and a positive outcome that indicated her success as a mother. What did the hacking of his career say about him?

“I got a job,” she said.

His shoulders cinched back as if he’d been jabbed between the blades. “As what?”

Kathy shifted her jaw to release a satisfying pop. She’d worked as a nurse from before she met Neil to when their second child was born—thirteen years of experience. Even when she wasn’t practicing, she still renewed her license the morning of every other birthday, updated her certifications, and fulfilled her annual requirement of fifteen hours through school clinics and blood drives.

“As a nurse in a gynecology office,” she said, dragging her words over gravel. But then she forcibly picked her pitch back up. “Working for Dr. Smith, who seems like a really nice guy.”

“Guy?” He rotated enough for her to see his under-eye circles, looking like bruises she wanted to press ice against. “What kind of man chooses gynecology?”

She wasn’t sure whether Neil was implying that caring for female anatomy was only possible if a doctor was strictly interested in the gender clinically, or if choosing a female specialty was creepy, and Dr. Smith must be too interested in women. If she pushed her husband for clarification, he’d likely scramble, unsure of his own meaning. The remark was just a toehold to grab, a desperate thing to say to detract from Kathy’s accomplishment because it hurt that it hadn’t been his.

“All of my gynecologists have been men,” she said, and then wondered, briefly, why this was the case.

“What’s the salary?” The answer was built into the walls of his tone. It wasn’t a question. It was a challenge.

Kathy’s compassion flickered, and beyond it she noticed Neil’s balsam-scented aftershave had been replaced by his natural perfume—heady and tart. Feather barbs fanned his eyes and silver pencil strokes flecked his strawberry-blond eyebrows. Defeat aged a person, she supposed, and in this case, made him kind of an asshole.

But she wasn’t interested in an income contest. Okay, maybe she was a little—only to correct his attitude. She folded her arms over her heart. “It’s better than nothing.”

Then, regretfully, she unfolded and sat on the edge of his desk so he could see her openness. This wasn’t about one besting the other. It was cooperation. They were a team. She cooked dinner and he cleaned up. She stocked the house and he covered home repairs. They had built their lives together and had equal say in matters of importance. If Neil didn’t welcome her contributions, then their partnership was a hoax, just how they described it in good times or when the parameters of the roles were clearly defined and limited. Maybe being partners didn’t mean doing your fair share in all things, but knowing your part and sticking to it.

Still, Kathy softened her cruelty. “It can serve as a stopgap until you find your next step.”

“Why don’t we put my balls in a jar and make it official?”

“Let’s keep everything right where it is,” she said. “You’re making too big a deal of this. It’s just work.”

He sounded as if it was taking great effort to remain measured. “It’d be one thing if you were going back for personal fulfillment, or to keep yourself occupied, but you’re only doing it because I can’t. How am I supposed to look myself in the mirror knowing that?”

She could take umbrage that her work was categorized as folly rather than necessity, but she longed for her husband’s smile the way the winter-buried longs for spring, so she made a play for it, wagging her finger in overdone farce. “Let me carry the load for once. There’s nothing wrong with women being breadwinners, Grandpa.”

Neil flattened his hands against the desktop and considered them as if they didn’t belong to him. Lately, the sight of Kathy’s own caused her to pause. Finding bloated fingers and skin gathered into wrinkles around her knuckles, she’d think, No, those are my mother’s.

He said, “If you didn’t think there was anything wrong with it, you would have told me you were applying.”

Kathy would have appreciated some acknowledgment of her prudency in keeping at the ready all these years. She would have liked some congratulations, reassurance, and support. After all, she was feeling fragile too; what would happen when everyone discovered her nursing muscles had atrophied? She could easily dwell on Neil’s stinginess of spirit, a juxtaposition of childishness and machismo, but it was up to her to remain steady, wrap her arms around her husband’s brittle pieces, and keep them from falling apart.

The chorus of the Dixie Chicks’ “Not Ready to Make Nice” strained through the pocket of her jeans, a joke ringtone Neil had programmed for Kathy’s mother’s phone number. It was a well-timed reminder that Neil once had a sense of humor. The ditty juxtaposed their mood, and Kathy hoped it could knock their tension off-balance, act as a reset. But Neil’s annoyance only appeared to batten down, as if her mother was just one more unpalatable item he’d been served.

It was likely a daily ping for Kathy to change a burnt light bulb, refill the bird feeder, or unclog a slow drain, since Peggy often treated Kathy more like a landlord than a daughter. Kathy pinched the phone to silence it and continued, “I liked being a nurse. I’m excited to go back. You didn’t even like your job, so what’s the issue here?”

Neil’s hand, which over the years had swung a bat, changed diapers, cupped the back of her head, sealed business deals, and then carried his briefcase home, lifted off the desk. It hovered and then, having nowhere to go, dropped back down.

“I liked having a reason to get up in the morning,” he said, hoarsely. “I liked being of some goddamn use.”

The term “heartsick,” though mawkish, was apt, because it indeed felt as if the organ inside Kathy’s chest went sore and fevered. She moved to place her hand over his, to offer consolation, but also to orient him. Maybe hers would seem more familiar than his own. If nothing else, the gesture could say, Here you are and here I am, right beside you still. But then the country melody resuscitated from her pants.

It was unusual for Peggy to call twice in a row. Her needs were recurrent, but not so persistent. Even Neil looked to Kathy’s pocket for an explanation, his mouth pressing down. She took that as permission to answer.

“Katherine?” Her mother sounded small through the speaker, her normally theatrical voice constricted and detained, as if on the other end of a hose. “I seem to have fallen.”





Chapter 2

September 1943

PEGGY BORE DOWN THE MOWED PATH, HER EYES ON THE horizon, where the sun quivered like a drop of molten gold. Corn husks crunched below her feet. When the crops dropped away into open field, she whipped to her right and stopped short to behold her Model A.

“It’s my name spelled out on her registration papers,” her daddy would say. “My crop-dusting business she works for.”

“Go ahead and tell me I don’t love her best.”

Her plane didn’t care what she was wearing, if she talked too loud or out of turn, how she laughed, or if she didn’t laugh at all. It never minded if she lost her temper or wasn’t ladylike. It didn’t complain if she visited too often or not enough. It was there either way, waiting for the next time, when it would listen and not ask anything of her in return. It was a companion, an anesthetic, and a thrill. She wasn’t satisfied testing new recipes or sewing patterns like the other girls in town, or even by stealing her daddy’s bourbon, speeding down country roads, and parking on Lover’s Hill, like the boys. Instead, she was called to higher altitude, where she could look down at the world where she never quite belonged and see the town of Longmeadow like a toy village she could pick up, put away, and leave behind.

She laid her hand on the wood of the lower left wing, greeting her beloved like a horse. Then she cranked the cowl and the engine revved to life. Peggy grasped the wing and hoisted herself into the open-air cockpit. She eased the throttle forward and the plane yielded. The corn husks swayed, waving her off like women bidding goodbye to sweethearts at the bus station.

As the plane raced ahead—twenty-five, thirty-five, fifty miles per hour—she didn’t need to check the speed indicator in the control panel; she felt the acceleration in her body, could read it off the farmland. When she reached seventy miles per hour, she wrapped her fingers around the yoke and pulled back, lowering the flaps. The plane’s rounded nose looked up. For a moment, the back wheel was the only contact Peggy had with the earth, a toe remaining in reality. But then it too lifted off, happy to be carried higher, to soar, to fly.

Peggy was eight years old when her daddy lifted her by the armpits and dropped her into a cockpit. “The instructor said a plane is no place for a little girl, that you’d be too scared. I told him, ‘Not my Peg.’ Are you making a liar out of me?” her daddy asked. She didn’t know how to tell him that she wasn’t scared, she was grateful, so she just shook her head and brushed tears from her face. They left the ground, Peggy on her father’s lap and the instructor in the bucket behind them, and she was gifted something she didn’t know that she’d desperately desired. The boys at school didn’t let her play red rover, insisting she join the girls in hopscotch, and she burned the Lazy Daisy Cake in home economics. Her father promised that her feeling of restlessness was because she was special, but she’d been starting to think it was just loneliness, and that she was destined to be unhappy. But now here was the wind, stealing her breath. Her feet were off the ground and her head was in the clouds. The whole thing was a miracle. Her father had handed her a discovery, a potential to go anywhere, to be anything. She could fly, for God’s sake.

By the time Peggy was in high school, she managed the Model A better than her father, but his crop-dusting clients wouldn’t abide a young woman spraying chemicals on their livelihood. She was a feisty little thing, to be sure, but they weren’t willing to hand over their farm to a girl, no matter how pretty. Her value began and ended with what they saw before them: thin eyebrows arched over eyes the shape of a setting sun, cheekbones high enough to create a cavity beneath their ridges, lips that could turn from sweet to cruel, and thick auburn hair that she, with her daddy’s permission, tucked into her cap when she did his crop-dusting from then on out.

Peggy had watched with interest this last year as her former classmates packed their suitcases and left for positions in defense industries. It was unprecedented, women doing the work of men. She was tempted to join the tide, imagining the power of a riveting gun inside her grip, assembling a plane bolt by bolt and releasing it into the sky. It would be something to be surrounded by planes, but it would mean leaving her Model A behind, and staying grounded. That just wasn’t her brand of adventure.

Then came the call. Male pilots were needed overseas so, for the first time in history, women were being trained to perform domestic flight duties on military aircraft. Peggy had to be one of those pioneer fly girls. If not her, a misfit in all other spheres whose body chemistry only properly calibrated at a thousand feet, then who? This meant traveling seven hundred miles to Sweetwater, Texas. She loved her parents, particularly her daddy, but not more than she loved the idea of herself as a Women Airforce Service Pilot. There was so much evil, and with her special skills, she could do some good—more importantly, she could be seen as someone who could do some good. The possibility made her electric. She might just combust as lightning.

Her desire wouldn’t be enough in itself, no matter its unwieldy size. Only eight percent of applicants were being accepted. She fit the age, education, and flight qualifications, but she still had to pass an army physical and a written exam, and be personally interviewed by Jackie Cochran, the first solo woman to win the Bendix aeronautical racing trophy, a speed demon, and the most impressive female pilot of all time.

Although Peggy had been scarfing down more than her share of fried Spam and victory cake in preparation, she was still two pounds below the weight requirement. She could fail the physical. There was a swirling inside her at that thought, where excitement eddied against nerves. She’d be damned if she missed this opportunity by the heft of a bag of flour.

Peggy was soaring five hundred feet in the air now. Who knew when she’d be back in this plane, in this sky, overlooking this town? She took in the neighbor’s farm scattered with cows, bored by another muggy day; a sunflower field that carpeted all the way to the horizon; and the general store, gas station, and post office that made up Main Street.

The people here, who always looked at her askance as that bony gal with the pretty face and wind-whipped hair who would never find a husband, would either, in a week’s time, eye her like they’d been right all along, or she’d prove what she’d known from her very first flight—that she was destined for a higher purpose.

Peggy rocked the aircraft, wagging her wings.

* * *

The coach bus was crowded with travelers lending themselves to the great effort. That’s what Peggy was after too, but beneath the top layer of intent was a more substantial crust. Maybe she wasn’t so unusual, and those around her with their hard suitcases, shirtwaist dresses, and puffed sleeves were chasing the same fulfillment.

The ride was rutted, clammy, and endless. By the time they reached Texas, the interior reeked of their cloying collective armpit. Peggy staggered into the morning and gulped air that was too hot to be called refreshing, but at least it was new. She was parched, and the tan and grass-tufted terrain appeared to be in the same state.

“If you’re looking for a ride to Avenger Field, go on and join the other livestock.” The driver of an open-air cattle truck hitched his thumb toward the back of the vehicle, which was occupied by a group of women wearing an assortment of wrinkled swing skirts, one in a pair of pants. They could have been farmhands or factory workers. Or, just as easily, they could have been pilots. One mooed, and others snickered.

They filled two benches in the bed of the truck, ten women in total, the sum of their possessions at their feet between the rows. They glanced, greeted, assessed, presumed, and perhaps, like Peggy, predicted who would make it and who wouldn’t. The truck rumbled to life and Peggy’s knees knocked into a pair beside her.

“I hear the written exam is impossible,” a redhead said, her hair weaved into plaits.

“Only if you’re unqualified. Then you shouldn’t be let in anyhow.” When this priss finished speaking, her mouth set as if around a lemon.

“I’m just plain itching to get into a Fairchild. Those are the trainer planes.” This woman’s face was like a front door swung wide, inviting the whole neighborhood in, and the song in her words made her sound a bit like Scarlett O’Hara. “Y’all can call me Georgia, after the peachy state from which I hail.”

“Peggy,” she said with a finger wave.

The remaining recruits sounded off. When they were through, Georgia hooked one leg over the other and kicked back, treating the hard bench like a lounge sofa. She wore loose-fitting trousers, which Peggy had never seen on a woman, and tugged free the pack of cigarettes she’d tucked into her waistband. They were Chesterfields, whose magazine advertisement touted, What smokers want on the war front and on the home front.

Georgia said, “So we are the gals out to save the day. Not a bad looking group, for a bunch of sky skirts.”

The truck’s wheels rustled the dirt road into rusty clouds, making it seem as if the riders were being trailed by a horde of gnats. Up ahead, a white farmhouse interrupted the cropland. Paint peeled from its clapboard and curled like rows of frightened caterpillars. Two older women were rocking on the sagging front porch. One husked corn in practiced pulls and dropped bare cobs into a steel pot while the other worked two needles and a ball of yarn. Neither appeared happy to see the cattle truck.

“What crawled up their broad behinds?” Georgia asked.

“We are a truckload of women being shipped to a military base,” another woman explained. “They think we’re prostitutes.”





Chapter 3

November 2009

I SEEM TO HAVE FALLEN, PEGGY HAD SAID. IT WAS A RIDICULOUS notion: Kathy’s mother, who always knew just what she wanted and was already on course to get it, unsure about her own state of upright.

“Fallen?” Kathy asked.

Then Neil was on his feet, his hand inside Kathy’s, leading her out of the office and down the stairs. He snatched the keys from the counter, she grabbed her purse, and they were in the car, backing out of the driveway, passing a yawning green lined with majestic oaks and bistros with gold-stamped nameplates, crossing the town line into a neighborhood five miles away and adjacent to the last air force base where Colonel Mayfield had been stationed.

They might have overlapping genetic material, but Peggy was the petite to Kathy’s stocky, the adventurous to her cautious, the bold to her timid, and the outgoing to her introverted. As a mother, Kathy favored transparency, preparing her children for what to expect at the doctor, if their parents left for the evening, or if routines would be interrupted. Peggy sprung things on her kids, ripped off the bandage, disappeared without warning, and sometimes flew into mysterious moods.

There was the time Peggy was driving them to their father’s military promotion ceremony, and the boys poked and smacked one another in the back seat until Peggy swerved to the side of the road, thrust the Volvo into park, and fled down a passage through a cornfield, leaving four shocked children terrified their mother might never return. Then there were the many evenings Peggy agitated by the window until her husband pulled into the driveway. She was at his car door before the engine died, her hand reaching for the door handle as if to say My turn. What was she running from on those days—or toward?

While Kathy discouraged her kids from leaving their comfort zones, assuring them they were loved not for what they did but because they were, Peggy was a motivator, particularly when it came to her daughter. Make more jokes. Audition for the lead. Wear bolder lipstick. Ask that boy out. Dream bigger. Don’t stand so awkwardly. Act brave and that’s what the world will see. Peggy was a woman who’d gone straight from her father’s house to her husband’s house, yet she insisted her daughter be a bra burner.

Peggy flung feelings like flour onto a countertop but kept the why of them to herself. Kathy justified her outbursts and staunch opinions with the pressure of being a military wife, tossed about the country, having to constantly make new connections, explore new towns, and settle children into new schools, all while releasing her husband into the line of duty. But there was also the possibility that her mother was just emotionally stunted, unsure how to process and express feelings in an even, healthy way. Kathy didn’t know if that was genetic or socialized, but she saw bits of her mother’s wildness in her two older brothers, so Kathy strived for emotional fluency, not just for her own mental health, but for her children.

The two women saw through different lenses and moved through life accordingly, but Peggy was still her mother, the woman who tied rag curls in Kathy’s hair every night the year the trend went around her school, who gripped her by the shoulders when a boy called her Dumpling and swore they’d get her into bikini shape by summer (they didn’t), who cheered louder than any other parent at her softball games, who quizzed her for every test, who threw dance parties with signature mocktails on her children’s birthdays, and who flew planes for fun.

Kathy needed her mother to be all right, yet she knew from her geriatrics clinical rotation that falls at her mother’s age often resulted in hip fractures, which heightened susceptibility to infection, blood clots, internal bleeding, stroke, heart failure, and compromised social engagement, increasing a person’s risk of death within six months by fifty percent.

The stench of scorched canned soup hit Kathy as she pushed through her mother’s front door, as tangible as a physical obstruction.

Her mother, eighty-seven and always less than 120 pounds, yet never striking Kathy as delicate, was contorted on the carpet below her peach couch, gazing up at the photograph grid of her family, the phone dangling by its cord off the end table.

The woman who charged her daughter’s burly coach to demand Kathy get more playing time, the only air force wife with a pilot’s license of her own, who picked up her family’s belongings every two years and moved wherever the military sent them, gardening to set down literal roots and painting and arranging so their strange houses felt familiar, who cared for four children single-handedly when her husband was on assignment—this force of nature—had been reduced to a pile of crepe skin and willowy bone.

A tribal drum pulsed in Kathy’s ears, but she couldn’t give in to panic. She repressed her daughter identity and summoned another. It was out of use, but still she hoped it would rise.

Neil disappeared into the kitchen, presumably to address whatever was burning on the stove, as Kathy knelt beside her mother. She pulled a breath in through her nose and released it out her mouth, to steady herself as well as to provide a calming model for her mother to emulate, though Peggy didn’t. Her regal posture had curled into prostration. Her silver hair, swept into its signature bouffant bun, was crushed and frayed, with wisps falling against her cheek. Peony pink lipstick had smeared into her smile lines. She winced and her high-pitched whimpers sliced through the pulp of Kathy’s confidence.

Peggy was wearing a long-sleeved blouse and pants, so it was hard to tell if there was any bruising, but Kathy searched the fabric for bloodstains, and her trembling fingers skimmed her mother’s limbs to check for obvious breaks. As she approached the hip, Peggy cried out. The faucet turned on in the kitchen, and water hissed against heat.

“Did you roll off the couch?” Kathy asked.

“For God’s sake, I’m not a child,” Peggy said, her voice straining through pain. “I slipped down the stairs. It’s these damn loafers. No tread.”

Kathy had bought Peggy a belt clip for her cell phone, so she could carry it with her at all times, as well as a medical life watch, neither of which were on Peggy’s person.

“How’d you manage your way across the living room?” Kathy asked.

“You don’t have to be a soldier to army crawl. This old bird still has grit—talons and a sharp beak too.”

Neil emerged from the kitchen, his hands propped on his hips. He seemed to take up more space than he had in a while. “How’s it going there, Peggy?”

“It’s dandy there, Boston,” Peggy said, mocking his accent. “Thanks for asking.”

He’s got the tall part down but is lacking in the dark and handsome departments, Peggy had said of Neil when she’d first met him. That oblong face. It makes him look like a potato. Maybe you really are what you eat.

More damning than his look and speech (Peggy never had time for the Boston Irish) was the way Neil took Kathy at her word, accepting who she was rather than who she could be. It probably didn’t help that he’d drowned his nerves with cheap beer at Colonel Mayfield’s air force retirement party and puked in their bushes. Be careless with every other aspect of your life, Katherine Mayfield, but don’t you dare settle for a drag-racing, tailgating, spud-faced husband who can’t even hold his liquor, Peggy had screeched.

Kathy didn’t settle for a husband, but she sure as heck married Neil, who was more provocative than dashing, more wily than commanding, and more brash than brave, but who was also steady and accepting. She even found his wounded quality appealing, because while he protected her, he would need protecting too. Besides, no one could deny his eyes, two glimpses of sky sheltering a private mind.

“We need to get her to the hospital,” Kathy told him.

“Don’t you call an ambulance,” Peggy said through clenched teeth. “This house is in no state to be seen.”

“They aren’t coming for a dinner party.”

“I don’t need the spectacle. The flashing lights will get the neighbors gossiping about the old crone who got carted off.”

Neil watched Kathy, awaiting her signal. Peggy had been a locomotive earlier in her life—all boiler, pistons, and searing whistle—but at some point even the fieriest engines lost steam, and with it, agency. It was the natural order of things. This was Kathy’s decision. Still, Peggy’s stare narrowed into a demand and then opened as a plea.

Kathy’s reflex was to judge herself unqualified, but wasn’t she resuming work as a medical professional on Monday? She better get qualified.

“We have to stabilize you,” Kathy said.

They needed a bolster to wedge between Peggy’s legs and rope to bind them. Kathy and Neil hunted for materials while Peggy volleyed suggestions from the ground. “There are pillows in the linen closet. Don’t even think about using my mother’s quilt. She was crotchety at the end, but that doesn’t mean her heirloom should be shoved into one.”

The linen closet barely contained its torrent of cloth. Bed sheets gushed from the shelves like white rapids. Towels frothed in the corners where they’d been balled and stuffed. A down blanket cascaded overhead. Kathy’s mother hadn’t been the tidiest of the military wives, but she’d packed and relocated enough that keeping her belongings organized had become habit. She was cleanly, even if only for appearances. This streaming disarray of cotton and terry was as off-putting as entering Peggy’s house and finding another woman wearing her chinos.

“What the hell?” Kathy asked as a prescription pill bottle rolled across the parquet.

“The kitchen was the same,” Neil whispered behind her. “Dishes were piled in the sink, and God knows how long that soup had been left on the burner. I haven’t joined you on a Peggy visit in a while. Is this what she’s been like?”

With her brothers plane rides away, Kathy was the boots on the ground, appointed to stop in for a weekly lunch, take Peggy grocery shopping, and accompany her to her husband’s grave. Kathy thought she’d been doing her part, and then some. She’d typed instructions for the computer and tacked it to the wall as reference. She’d taped off remote control buttons so Peggy wouldn’t switch the language setting in her desperation to watch The Good Wife. She touched base daily. But maybe she’d been going through the motions without really being present, too distracted by her own domestic turmoil to notice her mother’s steep decline.

Kathy opted for a wool military blanket and closed the door against the chaos that smelled of powder and mildew. She eased it between her mother’s legs and then fastened tassel curtain tiebacks around her ankles, knees, and waist.

“Are you bringing me to the hospital or taking me hostage?” Peggy asked.

“You’re the one who didn’t want to call an ambulance.”

“I’m teasing,” Peggy said. Then she searched for Neil, standing above them. “Your wife would have made a fine field medic. Did you have any idea she was so resourceful?”

“She surprises me every day,” Neil said, and Kathy didn’t know if she heard tautness only because she’d been listening for it.

Peggy continued, “How does the saying go? ‘Never underestimate the way men underestimate women.’”

Kathy should have completed her kidnapping with a mouth gag.

“I don’t underestimate Kathy,” Neil said, his words sifted through his teeth.

With every other part bound up, Peggy rolled her eyes. “Agree to disagree.”

Neil could have thrown his arms up and let Peggy fend for herself, and Kathy wouldn’t have blamed him. Instead, he lowered his towering body and slid his arms beneath Peggy’s slight shoulders and linen-clad knees. He counted off to prepare a woman who’d rejected him, and then he hoisted them both to his feet.

If Peggy weren’t in his arms, and if Kathy weren’t worried about uncapping the scab of their fight, she might have grazed her lips over his, as gentle as a flower petal, and said, “The house and the town aren’t important. It’s you. It’s always been you.”

Neil carried Peggy through the front door with Kathy in tandem bracing her mother’s legs. In such proximity, Kathy caught a whiff of her mother, who had once smelled of vanilla and ground pepper. Now there was something beneath, fusty and overly sweet, like turned fruit. Had everybody in Kathy’s life renounced personal hygiene?

They passed the twiggy azalea bush, dormant this time of year, where Neil had retched the night of her father’s retirement party. You can’t count on him to take care of you. He can barely take care of himself, Peggy had screamed after the guests had dispersed, her cheeks flushed by rage and her own share of amaretto sours.

Now here he was, taking care of her.

The next few hours dragged and then rushed ahead in the syncopation of crisis. There were bright lights and stiff chairs, intake forms and blood tests. Neil left, returned with some necessities, and left again. There was so much waiting, and then Peggy was wheeled away for her X-ray.

Peggy had fractured the femoral neck bone of her hip. The mortality statistic of geriatric breaks reverberated in Kathy’s head. She was a fifty-three-year-old woman, but also a girl whose mother might die. Of course her elderly mother was nearing the end of her life; Kathy shouldn’t be so discomfited. But Peggy’s presence had always seemed so permanent because, to her, it was—Kathy had never known a world without Peggy in it.

In her hospital bed, Peggy cocked her chin, as if to defy her circumstance. Her cheekbones gave her face the topography of rolling hills; her eyes, once searing, had been doused by milk; her hands, once sure of themselves, trembled; and her skin, which she’d tanned under the sun of so many southern states, now seemed pale and prone to tearing. When Peggy’s lips worried as caterpillars, Kathy realized with plunging dread that her mother was fighting back tears.

“It can no longer be denied. I’m officially an old lady,” Peggy said, with stagey inflection. She patted the pendant on her chest—a silver slab on which an etched sunburst was dotted by pearl—as if to ensure it was still there, which it always was. “I suppose you should update the boys. They’ll want to know what’s become of their mother.”

Peggy referred to Kathy’s brothers in the manner they always did, as if the three middle-aged men were precocious scamps the women were equally charged to care for and admire.

Kathy intended to call her brothers, but not in front of Peggy. She wanted to be franker than her audience would allow. But her mother wanted family beyond Kathy to bear witness to her suffering, so Kathy texted her own children. They preferred their communication that way, in the form of abbreviations and emojis rather than trading voices, which she tried not to take personally.

Noah’s response, while nearly instantaneous, startled Kathy. “I’m sorry to hear that. I hope she recovers quickly.” He might have been emailing a coworker rather than the woman who wiped his backside until he went to kindergarten, potty-training an entire year later than his peers. Was his novel professionalism leaking into all avenues of his correspondences, or was the connection between them thinning? They used to be so intimate: sharing ice-cream cones, reading in bed by the beam of a flashlight, and then, when he was in his teens, canoeing together down the Concord River, their comfortable quiet punctuated by paddle plashes. Then again, once upon a time, Kathy had idolized her mother. That had complicated, petered, and with the burden of caretaking, staled. How long before Kathy became just another chore on her children’s list?

Fiona’s text saved Kathy from wallowing. “Oh no! Are you with Gammy now?” When she answered yes, her cell phone began to ring with “Brown Eyed Girl.”

“It’s for you,” Kathy said, extending her phone. It was like getting to pass her mother a scoop of sunshine.

Fiona’s sympathy poured through the speaker into her grandmother’s ear. It was invigoration by proxy to be reminded that a piece of oneself existed out in creation, radiant and dynamic. Kathy watched Peggy’s lips warm, but something kept them from spreading fully. Perhaps it was pain—she contained splintered bone, after all. But Kathy wondered if it was something more, something, perhaps, like longing.





Chapter 4

September 1943

WALT DISNEY DESIGNED THE MASCOT THE WASP ADOPTED, a sprite with pilot goggles and angel wings. Her name was Fifinella, and she was the first to welcome the recruits atop the wooden Avenger Field sign. The land behind her stretched flat and brown, as if God had sliced all the hills at their base and sprinkled the surface with cinnamon sugar.

“So this is the Cochran Convent,” Peggy said.

As the women unloaded, a plane cut across the stark Texas sky. Peggy turned her palm against the sun and watched. But wait, wasn’t the nose too high? Then the plane dropped sideways in a dead, hollow drop. It was falling, surely, and she pressed her lips together against the inevitable explosion. Peggy couldn’t test after witnessing such catastrophe. She’d have to go home, marry, and have babies. This unlikely adventure would end before it had the chance to begin. She grasped for the sky, as if she had the power to right the plane and save her fate, but then the plane recovered on its own and continued evenly, relishing another hot lazy day.

“Good morning, pilots.” The husky voice came from a woman in a blue military uniform.

The purpose of this endeavor was for women to serve not husband or home, but country. Peggy arrived knowing this, yet evidence of the phenomenon—a gal dressed as if to be part of the U.S. Army Air Forces, the very picture of authority and egalitarianism—still sent goose bumps down her arms. And this wasn’t just any gal. She was the heroine of the air, the trophy-winning, record-breaking director of the Women Airforce Service Pilots: Jacqueline Cochran. Some women revered Greta Garbo and Joan Crawford. Peggy was a fan of theirs too, but here was her icon.

Cochran continued, “Too many men assert that women, as a rule of our gender, are unequal to the task of safely and skillfully carrying their aircraft into the sky. These men may never believe otherwise or won’t admit their misconceptions. For the few who stood behind us in this effort, a rigorous application process is the only proof of competency to show their peers. We’ve received thousands of applications, and they continue to pour in. A fraction of them are invited here to take the exams. A fraction of those are welcomed into the program. A fraction of those complete training. The odds say you will not make it to the graduation ceremony, but the fact that you are here in the first place suggests something I’ve known from the start about female desire and ability—something I trust the world will come to know soon enough. Even if we can’t employ your services, I thank you for coming and proving me right.”

THE HALLWAY TO the doctor’s office was crowded with WASP hopefuls pacing or chatting. They wore dresses or victory skirt suits, bold reds and yellows or faded patterns, purchased for the occasion or, as in Peggy’s case, repurposed from old curtains. Berets and small veiled hats topped delicate curls. One woman’s hair was pinned into such a tall bouffant, she must have been using it to meet the height requirement.

A woman with buckteeth leaned against the wall. “E, F, P, T, O, Z.” When she noticed Peggy watching, she explained, “I’m memorizing the letters for the visual exam.”

Peggy had the dizzying sensation of having just stopped spinning. These women wanted what she wanted, and they were willing to fight for it, to lie for it.

She followed the wall until she reached the restroom, turned the faucet on full force, and cupped water to her lips. It tasted metallic, but she slurped until her belly distended against her rib cage.

“Did they not have enough to drink where you came from?”

Peggy had been so intent on filling her stomach, she hadn’t heard anyone come in after her. With a stray stream trickling down her neck, she looked up to see Georgia, the southern woman from the cattle truck.

Georgia wasn’t necessarily beautiful. Her upper lip lacked definition and her jaw was square. Her figure was buxom but robust, a body that could accomplish good work. But her eyes were an earthy shade of green, her stance was relaxed, and her mouth was upturned, as if she was comfortably herself in every room and conversation, and pleased to be there. Peggy had the sense that she could tell this woman anything, and the urge to do just that.

“I’m terrified I won’t make weight,” she admitted.

Georgia nodded as if she’d suspected this all along. “You are a tad on the stringy side. A total showstopper, to be sure, what with that bone scaffolding, but not much meat hanging off. If we were stuck on a desert island together, I’d saw off my own leg before dining on you.”

A laugh choked out Peggy’s throat. “What am I supposed to do? I can’t go home.”

“Why, are you on the lam?” Georgia asked, her eyes shimmering. “Please tell me you bumped off your husband. I love a good murderess. I promise to take it to my grave.”

Peggy could have told her that she didn’t have a husband, dead or alive, and not just because she wasn’t interested in marriage, but because no man in town wanted her. Everyone agreed she was attractive, but she was also mulish and sometimes hotheaded. They wanted a wife, not a pretty project. There wasn’t time to go into that. Peggy had little use for sympathy. She wanted a solution.

“I need to be a part of this,” she said.

Georgia’s mischief softened and solidified into something else. Unlike the boys at home, she, it seemed, appreciated a project. “We’ll just have to put more weight on your slight little person.”

“But we have to undress for the exam.”

“Were you planning to get as naked as the Lord made you? That’s one way to win over the doctor.”

“Where could I hide anything?” Peggy asked, and when Georgia’s gaze fell pointedly to her chest, she asked, “My bra?”

“I wasn’t suggesting we stick items where the sun don’t shine, but you make a fair point. Those dainty cups won’t hold much. You’ll have to wear mine.”

Before Peggy could object, Georgia was reaching behind her back, unclasping, shimmying, and freeing her bra from beneath her button-down shirt. Peggy yipped a laugh and accepted the hefty offering by its strap.

“Forget airplanes,” Peggy said. “We should use this to slingshot soldiers across the Atlantic.”

“They wish.”

Liberated from their bullet-shaped cages, Georgia’s breasts jounced. Peggy fought to keep her eyes above her collarbone. “What will you wear?”

Georgia rolled her shoulders back and grinned. “A shirt and a smile, honey.”

More modest than her new friend, Peggy ducked into a bathroom stall for the switch. The seams hugged her body but the satin cups deflated around her small breasts. In search of fillers, she parted the mouth of her purse and rummaged through its contents: handkerchiefs, gloves, hairpins, her bus ticket, perfume, a compact mirror, two shades of lipstick, an extra pair of underwear, and her coin pouch.

Peggy pulled the underwear over her existing pair, stuck all the hairpins against her scalp, folded the handkerchiefs, and tucked them into the bra along with her gloves. Then she unzipped the coin pouch, which contained thirteen dollars in singles and a handful of coins. She peeled back the bra and emptied the coins into one side. They jangled, cold. There was still plenty of room.

She wanted to demonstrate to her new friend that she too had ideas and audacity, so she exited the stall and continued past Georgia, her confidence a summons. To her relief, Georgia followed.

Peggy approached the first woman she saw. “Do you have change for a dollar?”

“Just seventy-five cents.”

“I’ll take it.”

Georgia caught on, and together they made their way down the corridor until each of Peggy’s bills had been exchanged for heavier currency. Then they returned to the bathroom and fed her bra like a slot machine, coin by coin, until they were laughing so uproariously they bowed beneath the strain.

Georgia gripped Peggy around the shoulders and pulled her upright. “Stand tall or all our work will clatter to the floor.”

Peggy couldn’t remember a time she’d laughed this hard. It was an unexpected treat to trade joy with a stranger, but Georgia had an ease and familiarity about her that made Peggy feel as if she’d known her for years.

She waited for the last quake to shudder through her, and then she asked, seriously, “Do you really think I can fool the doctor?”

“I met the man and, if you ask me, his cornbread ain’t quite done in the middle. Besides, it’s all in your confidence. Act brave, and that’s what the world will see.”

The neckline of Peggy’s swing dress pulled across her suddenly full bust. The metal was warming against her body and felt foreign and clunky, but also like a strange kind of armor.

She exhaled so forcefully her lips bloated. “How do I look?”

“Like a little over thirteen bucks,” Georgia said. Then she unfastened her necklace and moved to secure it on Peggy. “One final touch.”

Peggy stepped back. “That looks like a family heirloom.”

“It’s just a parting gift from an old beau. Knowing that cheapskate, he stole it from a junk sale.”

Peggy’s posture relented. She held still while Georgia swept her thick unruly waves across one shoulder and clipped the hook through its eye. The pendant was indeed heavy, a silver rectangle two inches long, edged in engraved rope, the flare of a compass rose at its center, the stationary needle a tiny pearl.

“You should keep it,” Georgia said. “It suits you.”

PEGGY’S PIECEMEAL BREASTS protruded like the masthead of a ship, and she followed where they pointed down the hall. Act brave, and that’s what the world will see.

An hour later, she was at the front of the exam line, her heart a frightened bird in her chest. The office door swung open, and a girl rushed out, crying into her hands. The doctor emerged behind her in a white coat and stethoscope, a head mirror strapped to his forehead. “Next?”

Peggy glided forward so her bra wouldn’t rattle.

The doctor gestured to the exam table. “Put that smock on. I’ll make notes at my desk to give you privacy.”

Peggy reached for her dress’s zipper and spoke loudly to camouflage any clanging. “You wouldn’t believe the bus ride I had down here. It was so full, I had to sit on my luggage case in the aisle. You might be wondering why no gentleman offered his seat. Well, it was mostly women. I guess it’s like the president said, ‘Never before have we been called upon for such a prodigious effort. Never before have we had so little time in which to do so much.’”

“Name?” the doctor asked from his desk.

“Franklin Delano Roosevelt.”

“No, your name?”

“Lucky for you I know that one too. Hey, that rhymed. Margaret Lewis.”

He switched on a lamp beside her head. The light reflected in his head mirror and blinded her. He manipulated her chin until she dropped her jaw. “Ever experience bouts of hysteria?”

“No,” she said, wide mouthed.

He propped open her eyes. “How tall are you?”

“Just under five five.”

“And weight?”

She remembered Georgia’s advice about confidence. “A couple over one hundred.”

He ran his gaze over her. “I have a knack for figures, and I’d say you are in the nineties.” He indicated
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