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Dedication

To the WASPs—fearless women who risked their lives in the
skies so long ago. They paved the way for all of us who dare to
step outside the box.
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CHAPTER ONE

mancipation Hall in the new Capitol Visitor Center was
Ethrobbing with activity. Jessie let it wash over her. The
bright lights, the politicians, the young men and women
in uniform—it was overwhelming, really. And then there were
“her” girls—even so many years later, she had no trouble
recognizing them. There was Shirley holding court, like always,
and Annabelle, who still was a looker, with her flowing hair,
and...

Jessie clutched at her throat and leaned heavily against her
cane. It wasn’t possible. It couldn’t be. Sixty-seven years melted
away, and she was standing on the tarmac at Avenger Field in
Sweetwater, Texas, staring at the most beautiful girl she’d ever
seen. Back then, her heart had thudded once—hard—and she was
a goner. The same was true now. Jessie moved as quickly as her
age would allow, threading through the throngs of people.

“Claude? Is that really you? Oh, Claude...” She reached out
with her fingertips to touch that smooth cheek, and the woman in
front of her flinched.

“Umm. I, I’'m not...”

“You must be Jessie.” A woman in her mid-sixties came up
alongside and put her hand out for Jessie to shake. When Jessie
stood frozen, the woman offered, “I’m Natalie, Claudia’s
daughter. And this,” she put her hand on the young woman’s
shoulder, “is my granddaughter, Chelsea.”

Jessie’s eyes tracked from the younger woman to the woman
who was speaking and back again. “What?”

“My name is Natalie. Claudia Sherwood is my mother. This is
Claudia’s great granddaughter, Chelsea.”
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The young woman who had shrunk from Jessie’s touch smiled
sheepishly and said hello.

“You’re not...”

“She’s the spitting image of Claudia, isn’t she? I always tell her
how lucky she is to favor her great grandma.”

“I’m so sorry, what a silly mistake for me to make.” Jessie
attempted to gather her wits and regroup. “Pardon an old woman,
will you, dear?”

Chelsea touched Jessie’s hand. “I don’t mind. Really. I’ve
always admired Grandma Claudia.”

The young girl’s smile reached directly into Jessie’s heart.
“You are very like her. She had a smile like sunshine on a sweet
summer’s day.” Jessie’s eyes narrowed as she turned her attention
back to Natalie. “How did you know who I was?”

“I’ve heard so much about you over the years, I feel as if I've
always known you. I grew up hearing stories of your bravado and
adventurous spirit. For a long time I thought you were the only
person my mother knew.” Natalie laughed.

“Claudia talked about me?”

“Incessantly. I think I was almost as in love with you as Mom
was.”

Jessie’s eyes widened. “I’m sorry?”

“Grandma!” Chelsea elbowed Natalie.

“What? It’s true.”

“Claudia spoke of me to you.” Jessie tried to wrap her mind
around the words.

“Of course,” Natalie said kindly. “She loved you with all her
heart. Always.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Mmm. Mom said you wouldn’t.” Natalie frowned.

There was a moment of awkward silence as Jessie took in the
women before her. Finally, she asked, “Where’s your father?”

“Never had one.” Natalie waved her hand as if to dismiss the
notion.

“You—"

“Never had a father. Don’t even know who he was. Mom
would never discuss it with me. She was a wonderful mother, so I
never really felt like I was missing anything. She raised me all by
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herself. Worked two jobs and never missed a major occasion in
my life. I can’t complain.” Natalie’s eyes misted over.

Jessie swayed, and Chelsea immediately came to her aid.

“Here, we should sit down,” Natalie said.

Jessie sat heavily. She worked her jaw, but words would not
come. Tears hung on her lashes. She hid her face in shaking hands.
When she had composed herself, she said, “Surely Claude
married...”

Natalie shook her head. “Never married. Never even went on a
date that I can remember.”

“Oh, Claude,” Jessie whispered. “Dear, dear Claude.”

“Ladies and gentlemen, honored guests, please, take your seats.
We’re ready to get started. WASP members, please take the
reserved seats in the first three rows.”

Jessie looked around her. She knew she needed to get up and
move to the front of the room, but she wasn’t sure her legs would
hold her. As she struggled to rise, Chelsea took her elbow.

“It would be my honor to escort you to your seat.”

Jessie smiled. “I see impeccable manners run in the family.”

Chelsea walked Jessie to a vacant seat in the first row and
steadied her as she sat.

“Thank you, young lady. You do your great grandmother
proud.”

“Hey, Jess. Jessie Keaton, is that you? I’ll be.”

Jessie turned to face the weathered old woman as Chelsea
slipped away. “Hello, Rebecca. Good to see you.”

“The uniform still looks good on you, Jess.”

“Thanks.”

A politician Jessie recognized from the television stepped to
the microphone. “Ladies and gentlemen, today has been a long
time in the making. The one thousand seventy-four Women
Airforce Service Pilots served their country with distinction in
World War 11, freeing up the male pilots for combat. Many of the
three hundred surviving WASPs are here with us today to receive
the Congressional Medal of Honor, the highest civilian honor
bestowed by this country. We want each and every one of you to
know that you have the thanks of a grateful nation. Your journey
began in 1942 in Houston, Texas, and continued in 1943 at
Avenger Field...”
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The voice faded into the background as Jessie recalled
mustering on that first day at Sweetwater, in front of the legendary
Jackie Cochran, founder of the WASPs.

“Listen up, you lot. I know the fly suits are ill-fitting, the cattle
truck is uncomfortable, and it’s hotter than your oven on
Thanksgiving day. I know you had to pay your own way here, the
parachutes are heavy, and the living arrangements are Spartan. I
know that there are many men who want to see you fail. But I also
know that you’re here because you love to fly, and because you
want to do something substantial to help the war effort...”

Jessie wiped her brow and looked around her. There were
young women of all shapes and sizes. She was grateful the fly suit
she’d grabbed fit her relatively well. Of course, she was as tall as
most men, which helped considerably, since the suits were
designed for the male combat pilots. Her eyes lit upon a tiny wisp
of a woman—a girl, really—a few rows back and to her left. The
suit swallowed the woman whole.

Jessie tried not to laugh as she watched her surreptitiously fuss
with the sleeves, pull at the yards of extra material around her
waist, and tug on the pant legs on which she was standing. Still,
she wore a look of determination that told Jessie she was not easily
discouraged.

“Okay, ladies, get settled in your assigned bays, stow your
gear, and report back here at 0930.”

Jessie and the other twenty-two women in her class broke
ranks, hoisted their gear, and set off to find the assigned quarters
where they would spend the next six months while they trained to
fly every aircraft in the US Army Airforce fleet.

After several false starts, Jessie located her bay in the row of
old Army barracks. Since she was first in, she had her choice of
the six beds—cots, really. She peeked in the adjoining bathroom
and was shocked to realize that the single commode, sink, and
mirror would have to accommodate not only her bay but also an
identical one on the other side of the bathroom.

“Well, this ought to be fun.”

“I’m sorry, did you say something?”’

Jessie whirled around to find the same tiny woman from the
lineup. Her head was cocked inquisitively and, up close, Jessie
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could see that her eyes were startlingly green. Her hair, a pretty
shade of auburn, hung in waves and shimmered in the dusty light
from the only window.

Jessie dimly became aware that she was staring. “Um, I was
just... Well, you see...” Jessie stopped talking. She had no idea
what she wanted to say, which was a completely foreign
experience for her. She knew her cheeks must be red because her
face was hot.

The woman threw back her head and laughed. The sound was
like birds singing in the early morning. “I’m Claudia.” The woman
put out her hand for Jessie to shake.

“Jessie.” Her hands are so soft. After another awkward pause,
Jessie realized she hadn’t released Claudia’s hand. “Oh, sorry.”
Jessie dropped her hand to her side, then, not knowing what else to
do with it, stuffed it in her pocket.

“You were here first, you should get first pick. Which bed do
you want?”

“It doesn’t matter to me, you go ahead.”

Claudia’s smile was brilliant. She turned in a full circle as she
surveyed the room.

“Before you make up your mind,” Jessie rushed ahead, “you’ll
probably want to know that there’s only one commode for twelve
of us.”

“Oh. In that case, I think I’d better take the bed closest to the
bathroom.” Claudia shrugged. “Weak bladder.”

“Ah,” Jessie murmured, not knowing what to say to that. She
put her duffle bag on the bed next to Claudia’s, trying for
nonchalance. “Guess I’ll just bunk here.” She watched as Claudia
struggled to lift her suitcase onto her cot. Jessie noted that the bag
likely cost more than her entire wardrobe. “Here, let me get that.”
She reached over and hoisted the suitcase onto the bed, and was
rewarded with another laugh from Claudia.

“You make that seem so easy, when I know full well how
heavy that bag is.” Claudia swept an errant strand of hair out of
her eyes. “I had no idea what to pack.”

“I can see that.”

The door flew open and four other women burst in, all laughing
and talking at once. Jessie winced at the noise level. Growing up
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in rural upstate New York, she was unused to a lot of extraneous
chatter.
“They are a loud bunch, aren’t they?” Claudia whispered

conspiratorially.

“Wha?”

Claudia smiled. “Your expression gave you away. Remind me
to play poker with you.”

Before Jessie could respond, Claudia crossed the room and
introduced herself to their new bunkmates. “That’s Jessie over
there.” Jessie waved weakly as the other women followed
Claudia’s gaze to where she still stood rooted to the spot.

“I’m Janie.”

“Rebecca.”

“Shirley.”

“Annabelle.”

Jessie nodded in each of their directions, hoping she’d be able
to keep them straight.

“Goodness,” Shirley said, or was it Rebecca? “Look at the
time. We’d better get going. Don’t want to be late for ground
school.”

As quickly as they’d rushed in, Janie, Rebecca, Shirley, and
Annabelle flew back out, leaving Jessie alone with Claudia once
more.

“Whew, they’re going to be a handful, aren’t they?” Claudia
remarked. She crossed the room and hooked her arm through
Jessie’s. “C’mon. We’d better get going.”

“Right.” Jessie looked down at their interlocked arms, and
warmth spread through her. What was it she was being asked to
do, again? Oh yeah, walk.

S

“Please come with me, Jess? Please?” Claudia stood at the foot
of Jessie’s bed, looking pretty as a peach in a sleeveless sundress
and slingback, medium-height heels. Her hair framed her face like
a picture, and her makeup reminded Jessie of one of those big
movie stars.

They’d been training for three weeks solid without a day off. It
was Saturday night, and some of the girls were going into town to
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check out the action at the Blue Bonnet Hotel. Jessie’s stomach
twisted painfully as she envisioned some young buck putting his
paws on sweet Claudia, even just to dance. She sighed heavily.
“Okay, I’ll go, but there’s no way I’'m setting foot on the dance
floor.”

“Deal.” Claudia put her hand out and they shook on it, as had
become their custom whenever she got Jessie to give in on
something, which, Jessie noted, was often.

Jessie ran a comb through her hair and grabbed her jacket.

“You're going like that?”

Jessie frowned and looked down at her standard WASP-issued
white shirt and khaki slacks. “What’s wrong with this?”

Claudia smiled and patted her on the arm. “Not a thing. I think
you look incredibly dashing. But I expect you might get hassled
for wearing slacks.”

Jessie shrugged. “Too bad.”

“Okay, then. Let’s go,” Claudia said brightly, linking their
arms.

The contact sent a shiver down Jessie’s spine, as it always did.

When they arrived, the crowd at the Blue Bonnet was raucous
and the music was loud. Cigarette smoke wafted through the air,
men and women danced to the latest tunes, and others congregated
near the bar.

“Want something to drink?” Jessie yelled close to Claudia’s ear
to be heard.

“Oh, I’'m not much of a drinker. Just some pop, please.”

“Okay, I’ll be right back.” Jessie fought through the throngs to
get to the bar. By the time she’d gotten the drinks and returned,
there was an enlisted man standing close enough to Claudia to
count the dusting of freckles on her nose. Jessie’s jaw set.

“No, I really don’t want to dance.”

“Come on, sugar. A pretty thing like you? We’d look perfect
together.”

“Thank you, but I’m just not interested.”

The man took Claudia’s wrist and pulled her toward the dance
floor...and ran directly into Jessie, whose eyes showed fire.

“The lady said she wasn’t interested.”

“Yeah, but she really didn’t mean it.”
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“Actually, I believe she did.” Jessie didn’t give any ground as
the soldier tried to push past her. “Now let go of her and go on
your way.”

“Who do you think you are?” The man made a show of
examining Jessie’s shirt and slacks. They stood eyeball to eyeball.

“Jess, it’s okay,” Claudia said, putting her free hand on Jessie’s
arm. “Don’t make a scene.”

“Do you want to dance with this...person?”

“N-no, but...”

Jessie continued to stare daggers at the soldier. “Then it’s not
okay, is it?”

“Jess...”

Jessie heard the desperate, nervous plea in Claudia’s voice but
chose to ignore it. To the soldier she said, “Take your paws off my
friend and go find someone else to pester.”

The soldier hesitated, clearly weighing the blow to his ego
against the effort this conquest was taking. Finally, he released
Claudia’s wrist and, with a disgusted look in Jessie’s direction,
faded into the crowd.

“Whew. Goodness,” Claudia chattered, “I wasn’t counting on
that kind of excitement.” She fanned herself. “Is that for me?” She
pointed to the Coca Cola Jessie held in her hand.

Jessie wordlessly gave Claudia the drink as she tried to wrestle
her temper under control.

After an uncomfortable silence, during which Claudia sipped
her soda and swayed to the beat of the music, Jessie said, “I’'m
sorry, Claude. I shouldn’t have come.” She turned on her heel and
hurried to the exit.

When she got outside, she took several deep breaths and stared
at the stars. “Stupid, stupid, stupid,” she mumbled to herself as she
strode away from the hotel.

“Hey! Hey! Jess, wait up.” Claudia came up alongside.

“What are you doing, Claude? Go on back inside and have a
good time.”

“It won’t be a good time without you there, silly.”

“Nonsense. You were looking forward to dancing and letting
your hair down.”

Claudia shook her head and chuckled. “You don’t get it, do
you?”
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“Get what?”

“What I was looking forward to,” Claudia linked her arm
through Jessie’s in a now-familiar gesture, “was spending time
off-base with you, getting to know you better.”

Jessie stopped short. “What?”

“For someone as sharp as you are, you can be so dense,
sometimes.” Claudia glanced around at the crowded parking lot.
“Let’s go for a walk, shall we?”

Jessie made a show of looking at Claudia’s feet. “You’re not
really wearing the appropriate footwear for that, are you?”

“God, you can be so pig-headed.” Claudia reached down,
slipped her shoes off, and dangled them from two fingers. “Come
on.” She pulled Jessie forward, away from the lights of the town.

After a little while, Claudia stopped them and looked around.
Jessie wrinkled her brow. They were in the middle of nowhere,
inky darkness enveloped them, and there was not a soul in sight.

“This will do.”

“For what?”

Claudia sighed exasperatedly. “You really are dense, you
know?” She turned to face Jessie, stood on her tiptoes, and softly
kissed Jessie on the mouth.

Jessie’s brain froze, then melted, as Claudia slipped her arms
around Jessie’s waist and pulled her closer, deepening the kiss.
When they broke apart, Jessie’s eyes were still tightly shut.

Claudia cleared her throat and took a step back. When Jessie
dared open her eyes, Claudia was smiling at her dreamily. “For
that. This spot will do for that, which is something I’ve been
wanting to do since the first time [ saw you.”

“Um. You did?”

“Yes, silly. Gosh, you are the dreamiest.” Claudia chewed her
lip. “You didn’t mind, did you? I mean, if you did...”

Jessie tried to get her mouth to move so that she could speak,
but her lips were still tingling. So instead, she pulled Claudia back
to her and kissed her, gently at first, and then with more urgency
when Claudia melded to her body.

“I guess that means you were okay with it, huh?”

Jessie laughed. Claudia linked their arms and began walking
again. “That’s the first time I’ve ever heard you laugh. I like it. I’1l
have to work on getting you to do that more often.”
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