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      Curtiss Field Aerodrome, Long Island. November 2, 1929.

      

      The pilots took shelter in the hangar and kept their earflaps down.

      The storm had struck like a sudden military assault—the phosphorus flash of lightning, the cannon crump of thunder, hail hammering the tin roof like bullets from a Tommy gun. Having pounded the aerodrome, it gathered ferocity and headed west, to fall on New York City and wreak its havoc there.

      Everyone moved to the wide doorway, straining to listen beyond the departing storm for the sound they all wanted and needed to hear.

      “There!” One pilot stepped out, and the rest followed, their leather jackets instantly glistening in the rain that was softening to mist. They squinted against it to the low grey ceiling of cloud. Now they all heard it—an engine’s throaty cry.

      “Travel Air?” called one of the pilots.

      “That growl? Wright Whirlwind J-5.” The first pilot smiled. “Without a manifold. It’s a Vega—and it’s who we’ve been waiting for.” The grin widened. “Get to your birds.”

      They moved out to the planes lined up along the single runway’s edge. Twenty-seven of them, wing tip to wing tip. Monoplanes, bi-planes, open cockpit and closed. Some pilots leaned against the nose of their plane as they would against a horse’s flank. Others reached up to gently hold the tip of a propeller as if it were a bridle. All looked to the wind sock, whipping like a silk dragon in the storm’s coattails. Catholics crossed themselves, and the rest just shook their heads. Then all turned their attention to the heavens.

      The plane came, stooping like a red hawk, falling steeply toward the ground. Everyone there knew the pilot had no choice; it was the only way to land in such a high wind. As the plane levelled for its glide, each flyer unconsciously mirrored the movements of their colleague in the sky—fingers opening the throttle a little so the engine would pick up fast if an overshoot was needed, toes shifting in their boots to adjust the rudder and keep the nose straight into the wind, hand gently but firmly pulling back on the stick.

      The Vega levelled thirty feet from the ground—too high for the short runway. A hand raised inside the glass, a brief acknowledgement of the error even as the throttle was pushed hard forward, the plane gaining speed, rising, banking. It circled back smoothly despite the wind’s buffets. Levelling again beyond the runway’s end, the bird descended faster, lower. Few of the pilots there had flown a Vega—one of the swiftest, most exciting rides in the sky. But into a headwind on the short grass strip of Curtiss Field, the plane’s strengths could make for a bumpy landing, and a crash in the long grass beyond.

      Again they heard the throttle open a hair; again they mirrored the pilot’s gentle caresses on stick and rudder, watched for the two-wheel touchdown, and held their breath against the third. If the rear wheel went down rough, the plane would bounce up; the whole sequence would have to be repeated.

      The front wheels touched the grass as if leaning in for the softest kiss. Immediately, the throttle was closed off, the engine’s roar diminishing to a purr. As the third wheel dropped, all the pilots released the breath they didn’t realize they’d been holding. The Vega swung; the right wheel bumped through the old rabbit burrows on the perimeter, straightened, then taxied back down the runway. Finally, with a last burst of throttle and a panache several considered excessive, the pilot brought the Vega into the end of the line, sweeping the wing tip around until it was a hand’s breadth from the plane next to it. As thunder rolled in the distance, the pilot cut the engine, slid back the canopy, climbed out, hovered for a moment on the narrow step, then dropped to the ground.

      The crowd moved forward. The one who’d landed was, in some ways, their leader. It would have been harder to do what they needed to do today without the leader’s endorsement.

      “Damn tight,” someone called.

      “Damn Vega,” called someone else.

      The pilot stopped before them, pulled off gauntlets and goggles. A smile came as the other hand peeled off the helmet. “Fastest bird on this field,” Amelia Earhart replied, running fingers through her flattened brown hair. “You should try it before you’re a day older, Louise.”

      “What, and make that day my last? Not me, lady.” As she spoke, Louise Thaden stepped forward, pulling her own helmet over her black curls and thrusting out her hand. “Better late than never, Amelia.” She grinned. “A little like you in the Powder Puff Derby this summer, huh? Remind me. You were, what, third in your Vega? While I was— oh yeah, first, in my slow old Travel Air?”

      Amelia joined in the laughter, gripping Louise’s hand, then looking past her to the other pilots, every one of them a woman. “This it?”

      “Yup. Twenty-seven including you.” Amelia searched over her friend’s shoulder. “Roxy?”

      “No-show.” Louise shrugged. “You shouldn’t count on her. I never do.”

      “Give the kid a break.”

      Louise grinned. “You might not be so charitable when you see her latest gag. She may not be here, but her plane is.”

      She swept her arm to the left. Amelia craned her neck and saw, at the far end of the row, the Breda BC. 33. She’d seen it the week before. Then, it had been painted grey. Now, it was red—the exact same shade as Amelia’s Vega.

      Amelia cursed, then laughed. “You could view it as tribute.”

      “Or you could view it as Roxy Loewen trying to steal your thunder. Again.”

      “Aw, hell.” Amelia waved her hand, acknowledging the others as they set out for the hangar’s back room, where refreshments were laid out and the meeting was to be held. Louise dropped into step beside her. “So, twenty-seven here. How many more pledged?”

      “Seventy-two.”

      “Including Roxy?”

      Louise shook her head. “She didn’t pledge. I think her exact words were ‘I’ll be damned if I’ll join any association that would have me as a member.’ ”

      “She’d have joined,” Amelia said quietly. “For me.” She sighed. “Are we still going to name it after the number who did pledge?”

      Louise nodded. “Looks like we’re calling ourselves the Ninety- Nines.”

      “There you have it.” Amelia smiled. “That’s why Roxy stayed away. She knew it’s a helluva better name than the Hundreds.” The smile fell. “I just hope she isn’t in too much trouble.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The storm pounding New York on November 2 was the second to batter the city in five days. It toppled telegraph poles, brought down street signs, smashed windows. But the first storm had been far more devastating. It had nearly destroyed the country. Hell, it had nearly destroyed the world.

      October 29, 1929. The Wall Street Crash. Roxy Loewen didn’t care too much. But Roxy wasn’t caring too much about anything as the winds raged outside, face down as she was on the bar of the 21 Club, New York’s finest speakeasy.

      The man beside her cared, though less for himself. Richard Loewen cared about the people who worked for him—or used to work for him, now that the shutters in his three factories were down. He cared for the people he’d borrowed money from to try and stop the collapse. When everything was liquidated—the New York brownstone, the house in Sag Harbor, the yacht, the cars, the horses—those people who’d trusted him would be lucky to see ten cents on the dollar.

      Mostly, though, Richard Loewen cared about his daughter. He reached out a hand, ran it through her tight blond curls. “Hey, Rabbit!” he murmured.

      He supposed he’d spoiled her. Made up for her mother’s early death by denying Roxy nothing. When she’d wanted to ride, he bought her ponies, then colts, then hunters. When she’d wanted to sail, he bought her a yacht. And when, that January, she’d wanted to fly? Even then he’d known he was tapped out, that every last cent he had should be thrown into the widening hole. But the hole was so wide and the plea in his daughter’s green eyes so hard to refuse. Besides, planes were the coming thing. A plane might even hold its value—if she didn’t destroy it first. Which she’d tried to do the first time she’d soloed, and on several occasions since.

      “Roxy!”

      This time he called louder. She sat up quite suddenly, eyes blurry. “I’m not asleep,” she said. She pushed a curl off her forehead and grinned at him. “What were you saying, Pops?”

      “I was saying . . .” What had he been saying? Something important. About inheritance. “Here it is,” he said, reaching for the whisky bottle. “Enjoy it, Rabbit,” he continued, pouring the last of the amber liquid into the two shot glasses before them. The whisky filled both to the brim, with no room left to take more and none to leave in the bottle. A perfect measure—though a helluva cruel way to treat so fine a Scotch. Still, it was one thing his creditors would not get.

      “That the last of it?”

      “The very last.” He held the bottle upside down to prove the point, then up into the grey afternoon light that filtered through the filthy window set high above the door. The only window, as speakeasies didn’t advertise their presence during Prohibition. “Macallan-Glenlivet 1904,” he intoned, with reverence. “Paid one hundred bucks for it at auction.”

      “Worth every cent.” Roxy took great care stretching for the glass, and as much care bringing it to her mouth. “What’s the toast this time?”

      “Wait.” Richard lowered his glass to the wood, so his daughter did the same. “A few things to say first.” He cleared his throat. Beyond the door he could hear the storm rising in savagery, cracks of thunder drawing nearer. The wind whining down Manhattan’s stone canyons. Within the howl, there was the distant bell of a tram. “Roxy, my child, you are a credit to your old man.”

      “I thank you, sir.” She tipped her head. “Drink now? Damn, but I’m still thirsty.”

      “In a moment.” He frowned, focused. “Times are going to get hard. For everyone. You know what’s happened. What I’ve done. Failed to do.” He took a breath. “They’ll come for it all. The houses and everything in’em. Even that worthless cabin up near Newcomb. The yacht, your horses—”

      “Nah! Blaze and Flame?”

      “Gotta go.” He licked his lips. “And they’ll come for your plane.”

      “Asteria?” She let out a snort. “Let ’em try.”

      “But I have saved something for you, aside from the Scotch.” From his jacket pocket he pulled out an envelope. “Ten bucks. And a train ticket to Montreal. Leaves from Penn Station at nine tomorrow morning.”

      “Canada? We’re not going to Canada, are we? What the hell’s there?”

      “Canadians. And your mother’s sister, Estelle. Oh, and we’re not going. You are.”

      “Where will you be?”

      “Here. Trying to put things right.”

      “I’m staying with you.” She stared at him defiantly. “I’m not leaving without you.”

      “Sure you’re not.” He tucked the envelope into the pocket of the coat she hadn’t taken off. It was cold in the 21 because it wasn’t open; Max had opened it especially for him. Richard picked up his glass. “So a last toast, Rabbit. To the day. You know what today is?”

      “ ’Course I do. It’s uh, uh—”

      “November 2.”

      “November 2?” She slapped the bar. “Shoot! I’m meant to be with the girls at Curtiss Field. Forming an . . . an association.”

      “Max here was just telling me. Know what November 2 is in his native France?”

      “Uh-uh.”

      “Jour des morts.”

      “Day of the Dead? Well, I have to say, father mine, that’s one hell of a depressing last toast!”

      “Nah, it’s a celebration, kid. Memories of people we loved, who are still with us in memory.” He looked at her over the brimming rim. “To your uncle Pete, killed in Flanders. To your ma.” He peered at her. “Do you still wear it?”

      She knew what he meant. “Always have it near.” She reached under the neckline of her dress and pulled out the rabbit’s foot, its grey fur capped in silver, attached to a chain. It had been her mother’s - though how much luck it had brought Mabel Loewen, dead of influenza when Roxy was two, was hard to say. Still, it was all Roxy had left of her. And it had given Roxy a nickname.

      Richard touched it. His eyes welled and Roxy shifted. “Come on, Dad. Too much talk.”

      He sniffed, then laughed. “You’re damn right.” Both raised their glasses higher and spoke it together: “Jour des morts.”

      They both shot. Roxy coughed, smiled, and lowered her head once again to the wood.     “ ‘Good night, sweet prince,’ ” she murmured. “Flights of angels, and all that.”

      He looked down at her for a long moment, then up at the bartender, a deeper shadow within the shadows of the speakeasy. “Take care of her, Max. Let her sleep it off in the back. I packed her a bag. Get her on that train.”

      “You can count on this, Monsieur Loewen.”

      Richard lifted his fedora from the bar and shrugged into his greatcoat. Outside, the wind gusted louder and the tram’s bell sounded nearer. “Nighty-night, Rabbit,” he whispered, as he bent and kissed her head through the thick curls.

      She muttered something but didn’t wake, and he didn’t look at her. He stood with his back to the room as Max shot the bolts and opened the door, letting in a great cold swirl of air, a spattering of rain.

      Richard stepped out. West Fifty-Second was jammed with people hurrying for shelter, clutching coats, heads bent, hats clamped down. A woman shrieked as her umbrella skeletoned. She dropped it and ran on. That tram was getting closer and he thought of getting on, taking it anywhere. It would be the first time he’d dodged a fare since he’d come to New York in ’05 with about as much change in his pocket as he had now.

      Then he noticed them, the only people on the street not moving, not running from the storm. They were in the doorway opposite the bar, crowding it, three big men in dark coats, and hats with brims pulled low. Two he didn’t know, though he could guess their profession by the one man he did. “Hello, Sydney,” he called, though probably not loud enough to be heard against the rain and the clanging bell.

      The biggest man opposite didn’t reply. Just raised an arm and pointed at Richard. The other two men nodded and stepped from the doorway.

      Richard thought of running; he’d been fast in his day, had won races as a kid. But his legs were whisky weak, while these bailiffs were young and no doubt swift enough despite their bulk. He thought of talking. Talking was what had raised the near-illiterate boy born in Cicero, Illinois, from poverty into the top-ten league of America’s wealthiest men. But yesterday Richard had talked himself hoarse to the man now pointing from the opposite doorway. Sydney Munroe had been a few ranks below him in the league when they’d met, and they’d become partners in multiple business ventures. Now it looked like the big guy was going to vault above. For all Richard’s talking— pleading is what it had been—he had achieved nothing. Worse, he’d let slip the piece of information that not all his efforts in trying to dig himself out of debt were entirely legit. And he knew one thing: if he went to jail, Roxy would never go to Canada, never get on with her own life. She’d visit him every Sunday and work her fingers raw to free him. And he hadn’t raised his kid to work like he’d had to.

      As the men paused, waiting for the tram to pass, Richard Loewen looked up into the sky. A different world up there, blown wrappers and newsprint set against clouds that weren’t so much grey as black. Even as he looked, lightning flashed. The thunder boomed not a second later. The storm was over him, right above, the tram’s bell so loud. It was the second-to-last thing he heard. The very last was the screech of the tram’s brakes as he stepped onto the tracks and the driver applied them too late, way too late.
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      Roxy was dreaming, as usual, of flying. But whisky made it strange. She was doing a stunt, a barrel roll, but the plane had stalled halfway through and she couldn’t get it going again. She was hanging upside down in the open cockpit and she hadn’t buckled on her restraints.

      “What?” she said, sitting up. There were so many sounds: thunder, crazy rain, screams, a woman weeping. “Pops?” she called. He’d been right there. When she put her hand on the seat next to her, it was still warm. She looked across the bar. Max was staring at the door. “Where’s my dad? In the can?” she asked. “Max? Where’d he go?”

      The bartender turned back to her. There was trouble in his eyes. “He just left.”

      She lurched up. “Open it.”

      “Miss Loewen, your father said—”

      “Open the damn door!” She swayed before it as he reached for the bolts, shrugging into her beaver fur coat and pushing the heel of her hands again and again into her eyes. It did nothing to clear them. She tried to focus on the tasseled ropes that gathered the plush velvet curtains to either side.

      The door opened; the cold air hit her like a slap and the muffled sounds exploded. The weeping—it wasn’t a woman but a man, a uniformed man in a grey jacket and a peaked cap. He crouched over a bundle of garbage on the ground, wedged under the front of a trolley car. Then she saw that in the garbage were Oxford brogues, looking just like the ones her dad ordered from Church’s in London. Why would anyone throw them out, much less toss them into garbage in the middle of the street?

      It was like the one key piece in a jigsaw puzzle: from separate images, she suddenly saw the whole. Saw the brogues, saw the feet they were attached to, saw everything. The tweed overcoat that would smell of his pipe tobacco if she could only get close enough. The narrow pinstripe of his Savile Row suit. The left hand with the pinky ring, and the bushy hair above each knuckle. She always teased him about that: “If I’m a rabbit,” she’d say, “I’ve got a monkey for a dad.”

      Her father was lying on the street in front of a trolley car—which seemed crazy considering the weather, but perhaps not when you considered how much Scotch he’d drunk. But why was the driver crying? Babbling the same words over and over, tears and a thick Bronx accent muddying them: “I tell ya, the guy just stepped out! I couldn’t do nothin’!” A crowd jostled near, fascination or horror on every face.

      “Pops,” she said, “you gotta get up. You’re makin’ a scene.” She stepped around to help him and saw his face. What was left of his face.

      Somebody switched off the sound. One moment, nearby, the weeping of a man in uniform, the awed chatter of a crowd. Beyond, car horns, brakes, shouts. Above, thunder. Now, silence. Roxy looked at faces; people’s mouths shaping words, nothing emerging. But she was wrong; there wasn’t silence. There was a whine, high pitched, like a mosquito she’d wave away on the beach in the summer. Except, when she tried that now, her hand moved too slowly and the whine just got closer.

      Somebody switched on a street lamp. The thunder clouds had turned the road as dark as night, lit only by sporadic lightning. Now it was bathed in a glow, yellow and sickly. It etched everything there— the silently talking people, the silently screaming man.

      Somebody kicked her in the stomach, though she didn’t see who, and the pain she felt was as bad as when Blaze had kicked her after she’d startled the colt. Her breath went and she cried out to the people around for help. Except, like them she made no sound.

      Somebody. Some . . . body. Lying on the ground, her hand against a tweed shoulder. Nobody she knew lay down in the street.

      There was a big man staring down at her, someone she did know: Sydney Munroe. He’d stayed at their house in Sag Harbor. He was a business partner of her father’s. His eyes were fixed on her. She stared back as he spoke to the two younger men in front of him, without taking his gaze from her. Again she couldn’t hear the words. But the fleshy lips moved in a way she could read: “Arrest her.”

      She saw him mouth the words—and they turned the sound back on, instantly so loud she had to block her ears with her hands. It did no good. The horns, the cries, the whining, the shouts slipped by them.

      So did the younger man’s reply. “But, Mr. Munroe, her dad just—”

      “Died. He just died. So his estate—and the estate’s debts—are now hers.” He waved at Roxy. “Do your job.”

      Both men shrugged. Both took a step toward her, elbowing through the mob. Their movement whipped the yellow glow away as if it were a sheet. Roxy could see, she could hear, she could move . . .

      “Move! ” It was a shouted command. Maybe she shouted it. She got up, turned and ran.

      Her first steps were skittery. She went as much to the side as forward until she found her stride. Before she’d won races on horses and planes, she’d won them on her feet. Richard Loewen had left her more than ten bucks, a train ticket and some worthless land in the Adirondacks. He’d left her his green eyes. He’d left her his speed.

      She weaved between people on the sidewalk and cars in the street, footfalls behind her, thumping heavy on the rain-slick pavement. They wouldn’t catch her unless she fell. So she concentrated hard on not doing that.

      When she hit the corner at Fifth, the lights were just turning green. Vehicles that had been gunning their engines lurched forward. If she stopped, she’d be trapped. If she made it across, she’d…

      She didn’t stop. She didn’t look at the cars and cabs hurtling toward her. She barely heard them, their shrieking brakes and shrieking drivers. Only the very last vehicle caught her attention, because this one caught her dangling rear foot, even as her front one hit the eastern sidewalk. It spun her and sent her crashing into a mailbox.

      The rider of a motorbike didn’t fare so well. Yelping, he put it down on its side as both man and machine slid twenty yards up the street.

      The bray of horns, the cries of shock, the shouts of fury, the rain falling in sheets. Dazed, Roxy pulled herself up and looked back. Her pursuers were picking their way through the stalled traffic. They were halfway across Fifth, but it was hard going for big men weaving through cars, some of which had locked fenders. She didn’t have a lotta time, but she had a little.

      She stood, cried out. Her ankle hurt. The running might be over. She looked up the avenue. The motorcycle and its rider were both on their sides. He was moving; the bike was not. But she could see, with all the clarity of her drunken vision, the blue smoke that poured from its exhaust.

      She lurched toward it, swinging her bad leg, pushing hard off her good one. She didn’t look back, but the shouts told her the men weren’t far behind. There was no time to do anything more than jerk the bike up, throw herself across it and hit the throttle.

      She skidded. She felt rather than saw the hand that grabbed for her. Ducking that, she gunned the engine and took off up Fifth Avenue.

      For the first few blocks she was occupied with not crashing and dying. The machine was an Ace, a stroke of fortune, because she’d ridden one on Long Island the previous summer. As she hit Sixtieth, she heard the first siren start up behind her. She needed somewhere to go and fast.

      The road ahead was clearer, though rain still came down cold and hard, and wind slapped her around. Shrugging into the storm, Roxy kicked the Ace into fourth, opened the throttle, and headed for Queens. The Long Island Motor Parkway began in the borough. She didn’t have any money for the toll. She’d just have to owe it.
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      Amelia Earhart held a gavel of sorts—it was actually a monkey wrench—above the table in the hangar’s back room. “So, before I declare the Ninety-Nines, the world’s first all-women’s flying association, officially formed, is there any final business?”

      The other flyers looked around at each other. Officers had been proposed and seconded. The seventy-two absentees still had to send in their votes, but everyone knew the woman holding the wrench would be acclaimed as first president.

      “No? Then it is my great pleasure to—”

      “Amelia?” It was Louise Thaden who interrupted. She rose, gesturing outside. “What’s that?”

      That was an engine. The sound of a plane engine would immediately halt any business, in case the pilot was struggling to land and needed help.

      The wrench hovered as they all listened. “Just a motorbike,” said Amelia, lifting her gavel, then pausing again. “Though I am curious,” she continued, “as to why it is accompanied by so many sirens.”

      The pilots listened as engine growl and siren wail drew nearer. Amelia looked over the others’ heads and locked eyes again with Louise. They both had the same thought. They both mouthed the same word.

      “Roxy.”

      Amelia lowered the wrench.
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      Between the soaking rain and the wind that had tried to rip her from her saddle, Roxy Loewen was halfway to sober when she tore past the hangar and over the grass of Curtiss Field Aerodrome. She was shaking, though, chilled to the bone. Her chenille silk dress suited the speakeasy, not the parkway, and she hadn’t paused to button up her fur.

      She pulled up beside her plane and dropped the Ace on its kickstand. Suddenly, she felt totally exhausted. What the hell was she going to do now?

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      Roxy turned. There she was, her friend, her mentor, at the head of a group of pilots. “Hey, Amelia.”

      “Don’t you ‘Hey, Amelia’ me.” Amelia tipped her head to the sirens growing ever louder. “They here for you?”

      Roxy nodded, unable to speak. Amelia turned to the others. “Give us a moment?” As they backed off a ways, Amelia added, “Louise?”

      “Uh-huh?”

      “Those sirens? Distract them for a while, will ya?”

      The younger pilot smiled. “Sure will try. Come on, ladies!” As Louise and half the pilots ran to the road beyond the hangar, Amelia went to Roxy. “Kid, you’re freezing. We’ve got to get you in—”

      “No!” Roxy clutched Amelia’s arms. “Help me. I’ve gotta get away.”

      “What trouble are you in this time?”

      “The worst.” She knew now, away from the sight, away from the sound and the soundlessness. And Amelia was the one person she could convey it to. “Pa’s dead.”

      “What? How?”

      “I think he . . .” Roxy couldn’t bring herself to say it. She took a big breath. “They’ll take everything, all he built, and—” She gripped Amelia harder. The sirens were so close now they had to be through the gates. “And now they’ve come to take Asteria. I can’t let them,” she said. “I can’t.”

      Roxy turned to the plane and put a foot on the step, but it slipped off.

      “Stop!” cried Amelia. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Getting the hell out of here.”

      “You crazy? You’re drunk. I can smell it on you.”

      “No drunker than you were in Denver.”

      “That was—” Amelia broke off. “You can’t. You’ll kill yourself.”

      “I will if I stay here. May as well if they take my plane—” She looked into her friend’s eyes. “Please! It’s the last thing I’ve got of him.”

      Amelia gave a deep sigh. She ripped off her leather jacket, thrust it toward Roxy and called the other way, “Edna, a hand here?” The flyer ran over. “Lend me your flying helmet and goggles, will you?” The woman obliged. Some sirens had stopped, but others were still coming. Shouts came from the other side of the hangar, loud male voices. “Now, all of you—go help Louise hold them off.”

      The others rushed toward the hangar. Roxy hurled the fur up into the cockpit, slipped into the flying jacket and fumbled with the buttons. “Here,” said Amelia, pulling her close. “I’ll do those—you do this.” She passed over the helmet. Roxy donned it and tightened the strap while Amelia buttoned her up. “Where are you going?”

      “Canada. I’ve got an aunt in—”

      “Wait, never mind! If I don’t know, I can’t tell. Now, move!” She boosted her friend onto the step and Roxy tumbled into the cockpit, spread the fur and sat. Amelia ran to the nose and put both hands on the top side of one propeller blade. “Contact,” she yelled.

      Roxy threw the switch. “Contact.”

      Using her weight, Amelia dropped hard and stepped back. Nothing. “Off!” she shouted.

      “Off!”

      As she grasped the blade again, a loud male voice bellowed, “Stop! That woman is under arrest.”

      But Amelia didn’t stop. Instead she shouted, “Contact!”

      “Contact!”

      Amelia swung. The engine kicked and she dived to the side then back in behind the blades, to rip the blocks from the wheels. As the plane lurched forward, she hurled herself away and fell straight into the arms of the policeman who had run forward. “What was that you said, sweetheart?” she asked him, gazing up. “Didn’t catch it.”

      The Breda was a racer, in the air or on the ground. Even as the cops forced their way through the crowd of pilots, Asteria had reached the edge of the runway.

      Roxy squinted back. A handful of cops broke from the throng. In normal circumstances, she’d use the whole length of the strip to take off. The wind sock showed her the wind was blowing roughly straight down the field. In normal circumstances, she’d taxi gently into position and take off with it behind her. In normal circumstances, she’d never rush her cold engine.

      These were not normal circumstances. If she took all that time, they’d get a car onto the track and block her. There was only one option left—she’d have to take off cross-field and crosswind.

      Roxy opened the throttle halfway. The cool engine coughed in protest, but she sped forward. She had maybe a hundred yards before the fence marking the aerodrome’s boundary. But Asteria was small, and light. She had good lift.

      Pulling the stick gently back, Roxy brought the rear wheel up. Working the left rudder hard to counter the wind, she sighted on an elm at the edge of the far field. The narrow runway was smooth, its verge a lot less so. As she bounced over the first knoll, as she took a little air, Roxy thought, Here’s nothing. Now opening the throttle all the way, she pulled the stick hard back.

      Her right front wheel clipped a fencepost. It spun her, one wing tipping toward the earth. But she plied the rudder, threw her own weight back and the stick with it.

      She missed the elm by a clear foot.

      Banking, she swung back toward the aerodrome. She was only about a hundred feet up, so could see them all. The policemen—there had to be twenty—some standing with their hands on their hips, looking bemused; some pounding their fists in the air. Amelia, standing with her arm around Louise in the midst of all the girls, was smiling. Finally, she noticed a figure watching her, larger than the rest, a little apart. And he—Sydney Munroe—looked nothing less than apoplectically angry.

      Roxy always liked a crowd, and suddenly remembered the stunt she’d failed to pull off in her dream. A barrel roll. Stunts were always done at least two thousand feet up. Hell with that, she thought. She snapped her safety belt on, pushed the rudder and stick left. Then, as Asteria’s wings angled, she kicked the rudder over and pulled the stick diagonally hard back.

      Roaring, the plane barrel-rolled, one hundred feet over the spectators’ heads. Even above the engine’s roar she could hear the screams.

      She reversed the movements of stick and rudder, stalled as she came out of the roll, drove the stick forward. The engine fired and, level, she started her climb.

      It was cold, but her legs practically rested under the Breda’s engine mount. Though only covered in wet silk, they began to warm. She drew the edges of beaver fur over them. The fleece lining and fur collar of Amelia’s leather jacket also helped.

      Roxy reached the low ceiling, burst through and kept climbing. The world went dark for a while. The buzz of good whisky had dwindled to a residue of pain. But it was all she had left of her father so she clung to it. All she had left of her mother was the rabbit’s foot on the chain around her neck. Thinking of one, clutching the other, she cried now, because she could; because she was alone and not even God could see her in these clouds. Great shuddering sobs came, snot and teardrops freezing on her face. Up and up she went, with her sorrow, until it got hard to breathe and she thought she’d never make the summit. Then in a heartbeat, grey nothing turned to brilliant sunshine. Levelling, she rode the cloud tops north.
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            Guns, Rum And A Commie Called Jocco

          

        

      

    

    
      Seven years later. Somewhere over British Somaliland, Africa. May 1, 1936.

      

      There’s nothing like dying to make a girl appreciate living.

      As she stared down into the pitiless black of the night, seeking, forever seeking, the one pinpoint of light that might yet save her— but it had better hurry up—Roxy Loewen thought about what was waiting for her.

      A straw-roofed hut with a tin bath filled with tepid water on its third use that would feel like a clawfoot tub at the Plaza. Rum so raw it hurt your eyes but when mixed with tamarind juice would taste like a Negroni at the Ritz. Steak from a camel or an ass surpassing the finest filet mignon that Rex’s 110th Street chop house could serve.

      And at the end of all those, a German. Jochen Zomack—Jocco— with his big hands and his big laugh and the hank of brown hair that, when he let it fall over his face just so and in the right light, made him look like Cary Grant. Jocco, down there somewhere, scanning the black skies as she scanned the black ground, ready with his light.

      If her message had gotten through. Communications had been sketchy since the Italians had begun what many were saying would be their final offensive. The gallant, heavily outgunned Ethiopians— guns, hell, a lot of them still fought with spears—would make their last stand against the invader near their capital, Addis Ababa.

      The rumours had decided her. To fly her cargo of rifles west into that war zone was suicide. If the Italians didn’t shoot her out of the sky, there probably wouldn’t be an airfield left to land on. The one where she waited at Malco Dube would also be bombed again. Even if her Lockheed 227—Asteria 6, Roxy called her—wasn’t hit on the ground, there wouldn’t be enough time to fill in the craters on the runway that was already more gopher burrow than the racetrack it once had been. But if she could get her cargo to Jocco, he’d know what to do with it. He’d know where some of his comrades might still be fighting. He had run guns all over this continent. All over the world, truly. Hell, he might even get her paid. Though it wasn’t so much the money she’d been thinking of as she’d taken off from the foothills of the mountains and headed toward a moon just peeking in the east. It was him. Lying with him. There was a time she might have blushed at that thought. But she didn’t blush so much anymore.

      Night fell fast this close to the equator, but the moon was a day off full and that had given her hope. Three hours’ flight and a landing by moonlight? She’d done that before, half a dozen times.

      What she hadn’t reckoned on were the thick cumulus clouds rolling in from the Indian Ocean. She was under them now, halfway between the ceiling and the floor about two hundred feet below her. Flying star quadrants, covering ground above what she hoped was still the airfield at Dubaro. There were no lights. Italian pilots were so bored they would drop a bomb on a fella lighting a cheroot in his cupped hand. The terrain was featureless enough in daylight—arid, scrubby hills or thick jungle, especially this close to the coast. At night there was . . . nothing.

      As she swung the bird again, dipping the wings each side and scanning the dark, the engine gave a cough, picked up, then coughed again. A small block in the intake valve, she prayed. That would, with luck, clear itself. The alternative? She truly had no clue how much gas was in the tanks. The gauge was busted, and though she’d woken from a snatched hour’s sleep to be told they’d given her the last of what they had, she hadn’t been able to confirm exactly how much that was before she made the decision to go.

      It coughed yet again and she pushed the stick forward, dropped lower. If she ran out of juice, she would have to glide. Then it would be a choice between which piece of blackness looked most appealing. Trees would finish her. Scrub could break her undercarriage, flip her and hurl her through the windshield. She really wished she’d insisted they fixed her lap straps the last time a mechanic checked the bird over.

      Waggling her wings, looking either side for even the flare of a match, she then glanced at the leather saddlebag at her feet. It didn’t hold much. Compact and lipstick. A mickey of rum. Her Luger pistol. Three vials of morphine. One was for pain if she was hurt and had to wait for a rescue. Three were for when hope ran out. Between them and the Luger she was pretty much set.

      The engine coughed anew—then kept coughing like a patient in a TB ward. Not long now.

      She dipped her right wing . . . and saw them! Pulses of light.

      Short. Long. Long. Long.

      They came a second time. Short. Long. Long. Long. J.

      J for Jocco.

      She pressed hard on the rudder bar, swung the stick and the plane left. Too sharp! She slid outward on her seat, skidding, then corrected, but only just. If she had gas, she’d correct harder, shove the stick all the way forward, lighten up on the rudder, pass over and come in again. But since that cough was close to a death rattle now, she didn’t have any choice. Her only prayer was that Jocco had more than a flashlight to guide her in.

      He had better—he had fire. Hidden from flying eyes until now, exposed in sudden revelation. It was a view that got even clearer as the engine gave one last, great groan and cut out. It meant that she could hear the wind—and a knocking she realized could only be her heart.

      She opened the cockpit window. She needed to hear that wind clearly. At night, with no moon, she couldn’t use the horizon to judge her angle of descent. She could only use her ears. The hum from the bracing wires was high. Too high. Meant she was coming in too steep. She eased the stick back, brought the nose up a touch. The hum lowered and she held it on that note, like Caruso holding a high C at Carnegie Hall.

      The fire, maybe a quarter mile ahead now, spread. Men were running different ways, holding torches. The last ones stopped. So soon? Flame demarcated the quadrangle of an airstrip, as short and narrow as any she’d seen. It had to be new, cut out of the scrub. That meant rough ground, divots and potholes, a horror of a landing by day, when you could see something. At night?

      “Hail Mary,” Roxy breathed, pressing the rudder to bring herself in line, pushing the stick forward. She wasn’t thinking religion, though, but football. This was her last play. “Don’t stretch the glide,” she coached herself. “Don’t flatten out too soon.”

      The first torches were coming close, fast. Caruso went off key as she put the bird into a sharper descent, pulling the stick back to level as she glimpsed an acacia tree, her front wheel clipping its top, its apex tickling the fuselage beneath her feet as she passed.

      The first torches were to her left and right. The last was ahead, so near. She was coming in too fast. She’d take the wings off in the trees beyond the final flames. And one thing she knew—if she survived this, she’d need her wings.

      It always surprised her how much time there was when there was no time at all.

      Slow down! She kicked the rudder, now left, now right, fishtailing the Lockheed. Caruso sang higher. She pulled the stick to her a touch, levelled, and the note dropped again.

      It was all or nothing now. Too slow and she’d flip. Too fast and she’d be picking leaves out of her teeth.

      The bird slipped near sideways between the flames. Roxy couldn’t see the ground over her engine. She could only sense it. Straightening up, she put the silent plane down onto earth that—Hail be to Mary!— was only a few inches beneath her wheels.

      Her exhilaration lasted until the moment the left wheel hit a hole. The plane swerved sharply and thrust its nose into the hard, hard earth.

      She’d been prepared to brace, since a rough landing wasn’t entirely unexpected on a strip carved hastily from jungle. She took the jolt with one hand on the dash. But she still flew from her seat, the flight ended by her forehead hitting the windshield, her body folded by gravity into the frame. “Ouch,” she said. She didn’t black out, but she found it hard to move, near upside down as she was. Through the glass she saw a single flaring torch jiggling toward her. Every other one was already out. Not a moment too soon, she thought, trying to push herself upright. Because from somewhere not far off she could hear another plane engine. Though she was sure it was only her fancy that made its high-pitched whine Italian.

      “Roxy?”

      The voice, his, Jocco’s, right next to her through the glass. “Roxy? You okay?”

      “Never better,” she replied, and pushed herself out of the windshield. Jocco opened the canopy, plucked her out with one arm, set her on her feet, then thrust the torch into the ground, extinguishing it. In the sudden darkness she wobbled, and fell into him. “Well,” she breathed, “that might be a slight exaggeration.”

      He picked her up again and she thought that was just fine. She liked his smell—Douwe Egberts tobacco, some hair tonic that always failed to control his mop. As he took a step away, though, she said, “Bag!” and, one-handed, he reached up and grabbed it.

      It glugged. “Rum?” Jocco asked.

      “Thought my baby might be thirsty. I’ll trade you for a cigarette and a bath.”

      “I’ll roll you one. The other?” He shrugged.

      He strode to the clearing edge. She peered over his shoulder, and could still see the dark outline of her bird, its nose in the dirt. “You got someone here who can fix that? Wherever the hell ‘here’ is?”

      “Yeah. Damn Eyeties destroyed the aerodrome. So all the boys are here. We carved this out today. Just in case you came.”

      “Kind of you.”

      They reached the tree line. Men were there, and Jocco spoke to them in rapid Swahili. She caught a little. Get the plane beneath the trees. Fix it. Then he looked down at her.

      “You wanna walk?”

      “How far?”

      “Not far.”

      “Then I’m fine here.” She nuzzled in as he set off. “And did you say something about a bath, and a cigarette, and a steak, and a drink?”

      “You brought the drink. I’ve been saving a steak just for you, though it may be a day past its best. As for a bath . . .” He pushed through a stand of trees and she heard it before she saw it. “Will this do?”

      He swivelled and she saw the beach. The moon poked through the clouds just enough to light the foam on the waves sweeping in. “Yeah,” she said, as he set her down. “This’ll do just fine.”
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      She woke near dawn to the sound of waves and the taste of salt. Her sweat, his, the ocean they’d swum in—the only bath she was going to get.

      He was sitting naked on the end of the camp bed, framed against the entrance of the tent. He’d thrown open the mosquito netting and was smoking one of his roll-up cigarettes, holding it in that way of his, his chin resting on his hand, his elbow on his knees, so the smoke would curl up into a trail and he could look at the world through narrowed, Meissen-blue eyes. She studied his back, her eyes going where her fingers had in the dark, tracing the raised lines of his scars, one map of his life. She’d wondered at it the first time they’d made love: how a twenty-six-year-old floppy-haired German had gotten himself into so much trouble. He’d laughed the scars off. “Skiing,” he’d said. “I fell in a race.” An angry cat. But something would flash through his eyes as he told the lies, something haunted, so she knew different; but she didn’t probe. After all, were he to answer all her questions truthfully, she just might have to answer his.

      “Roll me one.”

      He turned. “Good morning, Fräulein. Did you sleep well?” He was always formal first thing. He was “an inquiry after your health” kind of guy. A “hold your chair” guy. For all that he was a goddamn godless Commie, he’d gone to the best schools that big money could buy. “Breakfast first? There’s mangosteen. I saved a custard apple.”

      “Tobacco,” she growled. “Now.”

      He nipped the stub of the cigarette and put it in the tin with the dozen others—a last smoke if all else failed. He slipped in beside her on the narrow metal-frame bed, reached for his fixings and worked his effortless magic. Lit the result and held it between her lips so she didn’t even have to move, just take a deep, life-sustaining drag. “Ah!” She breathed smoke out on her sigh. The day had begun and she was ready to think.

      And remember. “How’s my bird?”

      She knew he’d left her after they’d made love. He was also one of those guys: get up straightaway and check that all was well. Primal, she’d teased him once. As if the moment right after lovemaking was when a man was at his most vulnerable, with beasts about, waiting for the opportunity to attack. In Africa, maybe not too far-fetched an idea.

      “Prop is bent. The boys have been hammering it out for the last two hours—they just finished. I’m surprised they didn’t wake you.”

      “I’ve barely slept in a week. I could sleep through a ground assault.” She took the cigarette from his mouth, inhaled deeply. “Engine good? It cut out as I was flying in.”

      “I heard.” He shook his head. “Engine works fine. But you have to remember to put gas in it.” He looked down at her. “You only just made it, kid.”

      “Kid!” She snorted. He was just the one year older. He only called her “kid” because he was near a foot taller. “You got any?”

      “In my
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