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Arizona Bi-Weekly
August 20, 1929
SKIES LOOK BRIGHT FOR POWDER PUFF PILOTS
It seems the rain clouds darkening local skies received word that the lady pilots were coming to town and parted to provide them with much-needed sun. The thunderstorms and high winds that have plagued our region as of late are gone, and the weather looks bright and clear for the third leg of the Powder Puff Derby today. Excellent visibility should be in store for the women. Fans are flocking to the field to watch this all-female air race.
Ifeel the change in the weather before I see it. As my plane climbs in altitude, the hot, dry air prevalent in Arizona—the takeoff site of the third leg of our race—begins to grow cooler. Only then do I spot the thin layer of clouds that indicates the apex of my ascent.
This is my signal to level off the plane. As I manipulate the controls, the aircraft straightens, and I cut through the cumulus strands like a knife through butter. I allow myself a small sigh of relief. Poor Marvel Crosson didn’t make it too far in this nine-segment Women’s Air Derby, the very first flight derby for women. I bet the journalists are lamenting their decision to dub this race the “Powder Puff Derby.”
We’ve got 2,759 miles to fly in nine days—starting in Santa Monica, California, and ending in Cleveland, Ohio—and I wonder how the other eighteen pilots are faring on the heels of Marvel’s crash along the Gila River. I’d entered this derby confident of my skills and prowess, and still, the crash of Marvel’s Travel Air Speedwing Chaparral in the Arizona mountains has shaken me. She seemed the toughest of us, her skills hewn in the Alaskan wild instead of the tamer climes and geography of New England, the plains, or California like the rest of us.
I glance down at the terrain below the clouds. Referring to the road map spread before me, I can only guess at whether I’m adhering to the route. If only the derby organizers had allowed us to use the aerial maps to which we are accustomed, I think. But no, they’d deemed such materials “too complicated” for women to rely upon for our transcontinental air race. Never mind that most of us were old hands at navigating with them. But none of us dare complain lest we risk being cut from the race.
Suddenly, I hear a sputter. My entire body freezes. This choking is the sound all pilots fear most. In the blink of an eye, that sputter can turn into a cough, then the engine can extinguish. Followed by a death spiral downward.
“No, no, no,” I plead. To my plane. To myself. To a god I so often ignore and don’t quite believe in.
The sputter slows and the propellers along with it. The dreaded cough doesn’t come, but the nose of the plane tips forward. I begin a steep descent, and I frantically adjust the controls. I no longer see the dun-colored earth racing toward me from the window, but the trajectory is still downward no matter how hard I pull back. My efforts aren’t enough.
The air has become uncomfortably hot again, and my hands are slick with sweat as I clutch the controls. I feel lightheaded and woozy, a function of the too-rapid change in altitude, I know. My white-knuckled fingers grip my instruments as I drift away on clouds of memories.
The rush of seeing the gray-blue firmament up close for the first time from the back seat of a single-prop biplane, the ride a gift from my father for graduating from The Masters School for young women. The thrill of soaring through the shockingly azure Florida skies while taking secret flying lessons with famed instructor Harry Rogers. The peaceful sense of being freed from my physical body every time I lift off in my plane as I watch the sky shift from pale blue to periwinkle to deep sapphire. These flights crest over me, one after the other, becoming one and becoming now.
And then nothing.
My eyes flutter open, and a familiar face materializes before me. Chiseled cheekbones and a strong jaw, sandy blonde hair peeking out from beneath the leather cap, and blue, blue eyes—as clear and true as the New York skies of my inaugural flight—staring at me. For less than a second, I think I’m gazing into the face of the famous aviator Charles Lindbergh. And then I blink, and I know I’m wrong. He wouldn’t bother with us women pilots; in fact, the typically vociferous Lindbergh has been uncharacteristically silent about this derby. Instead, I realize it’s Amelia Earhart, the pilot chosen to be the first woman to cross the Atlantic by air, albeit as a passenger, instead of me—because of her uncanny resemblance to Lindbergh.
“Wh-what are you doing?” I croak, wondering why she’s in my cockpit when I’m meant to be alone, thousands of feet in the air over the great state of Arizona. I shake my head in an attempt to clear these foggy thoughts.
Amelia slides her hands under my armpits and pulls me forward. I resist at first, confused by her actions. Then I feel the rising heat and smell the smoke. The reason she’s here becomes clear. Amelia Earhart is rescuing me from my terrible plummet toward the earth.
“Come on!” she yells.
I stop resisting. Instead, mustering my strength, I push against the floor of my cockpit and lean into Amelia’s hands. In a half drag, half crawl, I leave the cockpit and fall to the sandy ground. I stare at this woman, whom I’d spent the better part of the past year resenting. When she won the spot on the Atlantic Ocean crossing, I blamed her for taking the opportunity I believed belonged to me. After all, I was the first woman to land in all the states when publicist George Putnam began working with plane-owner Amy Phipps Guest and aviator Richard Byrd to find the “perfect” candidate for the transatlantic flight on the Friendship. Not Amelia. And yet, Amelia was selected. On the basis of her looks, there can be little doubt. And she returned home to fame and fortune as “Lady Lindy,” while I remain on the periphery with the unfortunate moniker “the Flying Debutante.” This nod to my wealthy background, my Wellesley undergraduate degree, and social connections rankles. Every time I hear it, I’m reminded that people think I’ve bought my aerial records rather than earned them.
I see this woman anew. How could I loathe her now? Amelia Earhart has saved my life, at great physical risk to herself. She had every reason to think she’d face an explosion when she threw herself headlong toward my plane. More often than not, that’s the outcome of an unplanned descent to earth.
But Amelia’s derring-do has presented another risk for her. By racing from her plane after the derby clock started, instead of taking off immediately and abandoning my rescue to the later-arriving medics, she cost herself time. Time that would undoubtedly cause her to lose this competition. Without hesitation, she assumed this large professional toll for me.
Peeling off her leather cap and shaking her blonde curls free, Amelia glances over at me. Her cheeks are smudged with black, but her bright-blue eyes are shining as if this was all part of one grand adventure. “Are you all right?”
Not quite sure, I scan myself. A tear at the knee of my knickers and black singe marks on the arm of my leather jacket seem to be the extent of my injuries. Miraculously.
“Perfectly unscathed,” I stammer. “M-Miss Earhart, how can I ever—”
She interrupts me. “Pishposh, no need for thanks. We aviator gals have to stick together—you’d do the same for me. And please call me Amelia.”
She’s right. I would do the same for her. Especially now.
“But there must be something I can—” I insist. I don’t like feeling beholden to anyone, and I’d like to pay back this enormous debt as soon as possible.
“I must fly,” she interrupts me again, this time with a smile at her double entendre. Then she pulls the cap back over her hair, secures the strap under her chin, and strides toward her waiting plane. But before she leaves earshot, she suddenly pivots toward me, meets my gaze, and says, “There is one thing.”
“Anything,” I say, pushing myself to standing and sensing a myriad of bruises beginning to bloom across my body. So much for perfectly unscathed.
“We need to formalize the bonds between us female fliers, push out the competitive nastiness that all the men want to foster among us. I mean, there’s not many of us with pilot’s licenses, and we need each other,” Amelia says, her expression earnest.
Immediately, I feel shamefully guilty for all the dog-eat-dog thoughts I’ve had about this woman. And then, I muse about why I’ve felt so threatened by her, so determined to conquer and vanquish, even annihilate her. Could it be that the newspapers pitted us female pilots against each other from the start? Could it be that the men who run the aviation businesses and the reporters who write articles about us will only allow one woman in the ranks, forcing us to vie for that sole spot? But perhaps we needn’t play their games. Perhaps we can create our own trajectory.
“You’ve got a deal,” I reply, walking toward her with hand outstretched.



YOU ARE CORDIALLY INVITED TO AN AIR SHOW
OCTOBER 2, 1930, KEATON FARM FIELD, ULSTER COUNTY, NEW YORK
BE A WITNESS TO VICTORY OVER GRAVITY
Ignoring the beautifully rendered sketches of zeppelins and biplanes dotted around the heavy card stock, I read aloud from the final line of the invitation, one that will go out widely to reporters and the aerial community alike. “Come one, come all, to observe the skill and daring of the world’s most talented women pilots—the Ninety-Nines!” I pause. “Is that last line a bit too much? Like we are a gaggle of circus performers rather than serious pilots?” I want people to enjoy the air show but also to understand that the Ninety-Nines—the name we’ve given to our group—are the real deal.
“My goodness, have you ever seen the advertisements I’m in? I’m nothing if not a circus clown!” Amelia cries out with a laugh. “At least this is for the good of our group.”
She’s right, of course. I should stop worrying about how this all-women event will compare to the prestigious New York City aviation parade on behalf of the Emergency Unemployment Relief Committee taking place next October. That sort of comparison is my mother talking, always worried about appearances and one’s place in society. Her concern has gotten worse since my father passed away and my path has veered increasingly toward the unconventional, especially in the marriage department. I remind myself it doesn’t matter; our objective is to highlight and showcase the abilities of women pilots and create opportunities for ourselves and our friends.
I glance over the teetering piles of paper on the dining room table, trying to catch Amelia’s eye, but she’s returned to the stack before her. The bureaucracy of running the Ninety-Nines is like a tether, keeping us earthbound. While I know our growing organization is crucial for our fellow pilots—we’ve created races and air rodeos for them across the country—our place isn’t here among the red tape. We need to snip these restrictive bindings and soar together.
Amelia does not look up. Is she really so deeply focused on the annual budget or simply teasing me with her refusal to glance my way? Regardless, she won’t meet my gaze, and I simply cannot sit here a moment longer. I long to be in the air. So I stand and pace around the dining room of my white, shingle style, colonial family home, the same house in Rye, New York, where I grew up and where I sometimes reside with my mother even now, when I’m not flying, that is. Although it feels impossibly empty without my father, and my siblings, who have set out on their own paths.
Staring out through the curved bay window at the rambling walkways where I roamed with my sister and two brothers, I imagine the child I used to be. Torn between the path set out for me by my parents—finishing school and college, followed by a fine marriage to a boy from a good New York family—and the trail I am trying to blaze for myself. A trail forged by very, very few.
Sometimes I consider how lonely my life would have been had Amelia not rescued me that day in Arizona. There, across the smoke and flames of my wrecked plane, she offered a hand in friendship, and my urge to dominate dissipated in its wake. Her magnanimity has allowed me to stretch out my hand in turn to our Ninety-Nines, and now, when I’m gliding through the heavens, I never feel alone. Especially because, more often than not, Amelia and I are in an impromptu race or spending time together as fellow pilots and friends.
I feel something for her that transcends any earlier friendships, that surpasses any awkward romantic feelings or encounters I’ve ever had. It’s something bigger and more intense than anything I’ve ever experienced before. I don’t know what to call it, other than perhaps kinship and hope for a singular future.
“Care for a drink?” I ask.
Amelia’s blue eyes shine on me, like a beacon so bright I must shade my own eyes. Have I become a shadow in her light? I could feel that way, I suppose, given all the attention Amelia garners, but I never do. Instead, I feel as though she stands right beside me.
“Would I! I thought you’d never ask,” she says with a chuckle. “I adore the Ninety-Nines, but the paperwork is deadly dull.”
“If asking is all it took, I would have inquired the moment you stepped in the door,” I profess, heading for the bar cart in the living room and gesturing for her to follow me.
“And I would have immediately accepted,” she says. “Anything to take the edge off the luggage promotional tour.”
Amelia’s ties to George Putnam didn’t end when he chose her for the transatlantic voyage. Putnam, a former explorer and now publisher and promoter, has been instrumental in securing Amelia’s place as the famous Lady Lindy. He arranges for her to crisscross the country by plane, stopping off at various towns to endorse luggage or Lucky Strike cigarettes or chewing gum. He’s also helped her publish a book about her flight, entitled 20 Hrs., 40 Min., something he did for Charles Lindbergh as well. I used to long for such publicity—or the money it yielded, at least, which has become more and more necessary—but now I know how arduous and exploitative all that promotion really is. The only good thing about Putnam’s ongoing connection to Amelia is that he’s installed her in his house in Rye—just across town from me, making it easy for us to be together.
“Was it as bad as all that?”
“Worse,” Amelia answers with a sigh. “It makes the Ninety-Nine air show planning seem fun.”
Laughing, we chat about the upcoming events we’ve organized for our members, reminding me of why we undertake the drudgery of administration: the good we can do for our fellow women pilots who otherwise would be without opportunities. We then sip at our cocktails quietly for a long moment, sitting side by side on the navy velvet sofa, a handsome piece bought long before my family’s fortune waned in the crash last year. I’m thinking about the big question I’ve been waiting to ask her—about an important shared project we just might undertake—when Amelia blurts something out, something nonsensical.
Surely Amelia has misspoken or I have misheard. “I’m sorry, what did you say?” I ask her to repeat herself.
“George has asked me to marry him,” she says again, and I realize that I heard her clearly the first time. I simply could not believe my ears.
“George Putnam?”
“Yes.”
“Your promoter?”
“The same,” she answers patiently, then adds, “I know this must seem impossibly strange—”
I interrupt her. “Isn’t he already married?”
“He and his wife divorced last month.” Apology is heavy in her voice.
I simply cannot envision Amelia with the older, stodgy, controlling Putnam, a man I’ve never liked but whose value I do recognize. Her true attachment, I believed, was to our shared mission and a life lived outside the bounds of societal expectations. It is one thing for our fellow pilot friends, like Pittsburgh-based Louise Thaden, to marry and have children, but we were charting a different path. Or so I thought. All that seems to have been a dream no more substantial than a feathery cirrus cloud.
I feel as though I’m on a plane with unreadable instruments, ones that I’d been able to rely upon until now. “Do you want to marry him?”
Amelia sinks back into the sofa and inhales sharply. As if I’ve asked the very question she’d rather not answer, not even to herself. “It’s complicated. I am indebted to George, you know that. He plucked me from obscurity and turned me into Lady Lindy, after all. As he is wont to remind me, I’d be nothing without him.”
“You don’t owe him a marriage for that. And anyway, whether or not you proceed with it might be complicated, but whether or not you want to marry him shouldn’t be,” I say.
“Since you put it that way,” she says with a sigh, “I suppose the answer is no. I don’t want to marry him.”
I have to restrain myself from leaping in the air with delight. “So you declined,” I say rather than ask.
“Not exactly,” she says, and when I don’t respond, she continues, “I’ve been demurring for months. Initially I used the excuse of his marriage, even though his wife has taken up with a younger man. But today he presented me with the divorce certificate and a formal proposal.”
“What did you say?”
“I told him the truth. That I don’t love him, and I don’t believe in the institution of marriage in any event. That I believe partners should be equals, and husbands and wives are anything but. Yet he persisted in his offer of marriage, stating that we would be a husband and wife unlike any that had come before. Equal and free to walk away from the marriage after a year if it doesn’t suit.”
I am in free fall. Closing my eyes, I ask the question I must, the one to which I already know the answer but need to hear from her lips. Otherwise, I might not be able to course-correct from the path I’ve charted. And I must.
“You said yes?” I ask, my eyes still shut.
“I did.” Her voice is uncharacteristically quiet and meek. “Only because he agreed to sign a contract in which we are not bound by some medieval code of faithfulness, and I can divorce him at any time without his objection.”
I do not speak, and my eyes are sealed shut. Some fairy-tale spell of immobility has been cast upon me, almost as if I am a princess in one of those stories—but I am waiting for the lifting of a curse that will never come.
Amelia stammers into the silence, “I’m s-so, so sorry, Ruth—”
I cannot let her finish, so I interject congratulations I absolutely do not feel. I will not be able to withstand the future—the route I must now fly solo—if I hear her say the words. So I swallow my sorrow and the big invitation I was going to issue today: for us to share a plane as the first female pilots to cross the Atlantic. Amelia has left me in shadows I believed weren’t even there, and I must walk alone again.



Los Angeles Courier
December 11, 1930
MISS NICHOLS SETS AIR RECORD FROM THE COAST
Racing from Los Angeles, Ruth Nichols shattered Charles Lindbergh’s record for crossing the country by air. She finished the trip in an incredible thirteen hours and twenty-one minutes.
New York Weekly
March 7, 1931
RUTH NICHOLS FLIES SIX MILES ABOVE THE CITY, SETTING NEW ALTITUDE RECORD
Female flier soared thirty thousand feet over New York City, braving gale-force winds and temperatures fifty degrees below zero . . .
Detroit Press
April 14, 1931
NEW AIR SPEED RECORD SET BY RUTH NICHOLS
The lightning-fast Miss Nichols breaks yet another record, this time the women’s world speed record previously held by Lady Lindy herself, Amelia Earhart. At two hundred miles per hour, she raced over our city . . .
New Jersey Times
June 1, 1931
A TRANSATLANTIC JOURNEY BY MISS NICHOLS?
Rumors abound that the dashing debutante pilot Ruth Nichols is planning a run at the most coveted record of all—a nonstop, solo, transatlantic flight . . .
The pure white Akita gleams in the diffused copper sunlight of early evening. Her golden wings seem to glow from within, as if illuminated by magic. But Akita’s real magic lies beneath; I’ve had her retrofitted with an engine that will allow her to go two hundred miles an hour. With this sort of power I hope she’ll live up to her name: I’ve been told that Akita is a Dakota Indian word meaning “to discover and explore.”
Taking in her glory—both aesthetic and engineering—I almost cannot believe this singular Lockheed plane is mine. Nearly mine, I think, assuming I make this solo trip across the Atlantic in one piece. My sponsor, industrialist Powell Crosley, Jr., has promised that he’ll sign over the title to this beauty if I secure the record.
All I’ve done since Amelia’s engagement announcement is fly. Fly and strive, that is. Record after record. Title after title. As if climbing the mountain of success alone—sometimes climbing over Amelia in the process—might move me away from the newspaper and magazine articles and constant conversations about her impending nuptials. With Akita and funding from a lucrative contract with Paramount Pictures and Columbia Broadcasting plus endorsement deals from a milk company and a chewing gum manufacturer, I hope to scale the biggest peak of all: the Atlantic. From New Brunswick to Europe, I want to get far, far away and secure a record that Amelia hasn’t yet won, proving to myself that I do not need her.
Suddenly it’s darker, and I wonder where Akita has gone. I glance down, and my body isn’t covered by my lavender flying suit but a hard white material. I am not outside in a field, waiting to board Akita and begin my voyage. Instead, I am in a sterile white hospital room, and pain throbs throughout my body like a pulse.
What on earth has happened to me? To Akita? To my flight?
I screw my eyes shut tightly, praying that I’m waking from a poorly timed dream and wishing fervently that, when I reopen them, I’ll find myself in Akita’s cockpit. But when my lids flutter open, the blue I see isn’t the skies. It is Amelia’s eyes.
I open my mouth to speak, to ask all the questions forming in my mind. But no sound emanates. In fact, the effort causes searing pain in my head and my chest and back.
Amelia sees the bewilderment in my expression and whispers, “Oh, Ruth, I’m so sorry. I’m sure this is all terribly confusing.”
I nod. My lips open and close, but the words still won’t come. I gesture for the glass of water at the bedside, and Amelia holds it up to my lips. I sip, hoping my voice will be restored.
She answers my unspoken question. “You are in a hospital in New Brunswick, Canada. Our best guess is that the runway at St. John airport was unexpectedly short, and with the evening sun in your eyes, you couldn’t properly estimate the runway length when you tried to land Akita.”
The hint of a memory teases my consciousness about the airport on this stop in my attempt to cross the Atlantic Ocean solo. Circling the minuscule, rocky field meant to be a runway but, in truth, only large enough to accommodate a plane far smaller than Akita. Flying over the tops of evergreens toward the short runway. Fiery sun penetrating the cockpit window and blinding me to the outline of the airstrip. An echoing thud and a deafening crack as Akita lands hard, throwing her broken wing down upon me.
Amelia’s blue eyes shimmer with tears, and she continues, “Your plane crashed, and only by a stroke of luck and your wellspring of stubbornness did you manage to drag yourself out of Akita in one piece.”
My Akita? I want to ask if my beautiful plane survived as well—the one that has flown me to so many records as of late—but I don’t think I could bear it if the answer is no. I am overwhelmed not just by the crash but also by the loss and now the presence of Amelia, when I’d worked so hard to push her aside.
I feel the warmth of her hand on mine as she continues, “You goose. Always so determined. Do you know, one of the medics from New Brunswick told me that you called out ‘Wire for another plane’ when they tried to get you on the stretcher? Even then, you were determined to complete your mission.”
If pain and disappointment hadn’t taken hold of me, I might have laughed at my delirious outcries. But all I can think of is the failure. How hard I worked to prepare for that flight. How necessary I believed securing yet another record was. How, in an instant, all those hopes and opportunities were dashed.
A wry smile tugs at the corner of Amelia’s mouth as she thinks about my words at such a desperate moment. Ignoring a nurse who has ostensibly entered the room to check on me but instead is gawking at the famous Amelia Earhart, she continues, “That’s my Rufus. Nothing can keep you down. And always so independent.” I’m struck by the way she uses the nickname she created for me as if we haven’t been estranged since she told me of her engagement. As if we were picking up right where we left off.
“I didn’t want to do it alone,” I croak. Somehow it seems important that she know this now. I had refrained from telling her before, so disappointed had I been by the news of her plans with George Putnam.
Amelia, who’d been sitting at the bottom edge of my bed, scooches toward me. Her face cracks open with a wide grin, and she cries out, “You cannot know how happy it makes me to hear you speak.”
Has she heard what I said? Or is she focusing on my ability to speak to deflect? I need to know.
“I had wanted it to be us trying to cross the Atlantic,” I say. My voice is raspy and weak, but I can see from her softening expression that she hears me.
“Oh, Rufus,” she says. Then, traveling a distance as high and long as those she’s flown in a plane, Amelia leans toward me until our foreheads touch. “Perhaps it can still be us.”



JOIN THE ROUND-THE-WORLD FLIGHT
AMELIA EARHART
MAY 1937
GIMBEL’S SOUVENIR ENVELOPE ONLY $5
Istare at the stacks of envelopes emblazoned with Amelia’s likeness. There must be a thousand postmarked envelopes and stamps here, I think, and more at the hangar where her plane is stored. An ingenious way to raise money for Amelia’s historic journey, these souvenirs can be purchased by anyone for five dollars and will accompany her on the trip around the world, getting a special stamp upon its completion. Her husband, George, concocted the scheme, and while I bristle at the very thought of him, I cannot deny his marketing brilliance. After all, funding for our flights is always in short supply, especially in these dire economic times when the tide has turned against women pilots. We Ninety-Nines have learned that what benefits Amelia benefits us all. She is our ambassador to the world and our last, best hope of keeping women in the sky.
Back at home in Rye, the corner of my dining room table spared from the envelopes is covered with aerial maps. Red pencil marks decorate the charts, and they are lined up to form one continuous whole. If my finger follows the red line from start to finish—east from Oakland, California, across the United States to South America, then over the Atlantic Ocean to Africa and from there to Asia, and finally island-hopping over the Pacific Ocean—it will circumnavigate the earth. And that is precisely the plan.
Amelia and I thought we’d be taking this journey together. In fact, we promised each other that day at the hospital over five years ago. We thought it might not be terribly hard to sell the idea. What could be more record-breaking than not one but two women encircling the globe? How better to garner enormous publicity and sponsorship? Not to mention proving wrong all the naysayers about our skills as pilots.
We both have readied ourselves for this loftiest of goals over the years since. I worked for aviation companies flying Curtiss Condors and the Emergency Peace Campaign, and Amelia taught at Purdue University in addition to our flying. I’ve racked up records—a women’s distance record, a new altitude record, the first woman to pilot a commercial plane. These accolades feel so different from the ones that came before, however, because Amelia cheered me on every step of the way, just as I’ve done for her with her seven speed and distance records. No more comparison, no more envy, no more bitterness. The round-the-globe flight was meant to be the culmination of our accomplishments and a message to an inhospitable world that women pilots are capable of anything.
But my most recent flight was nearly my last. I’d crashed the reconstructed Akita again, this time in a fiery blaze that left me with a broken wrist, ankle, and nose; serious burns; and internal injuries that took months to diagnose and from which, even now, I am recovering. Still, I count myself lucky to have survived it; my copilot did not. And detractors used my accident as one more reason women shouldn’t be flying. It seems a small enough sacrifice to step back from the trip—for which momentum and publicity and funding is already in place—and back Amelia, who could still garner public support. The experienced navigator Fred Noonan will take my place, and I am appeased by the fact that Amelia will be in capable hands. Even though they’re not mine.
A loud bang breaks the silence of my childhood home, too quiet now since my mother has passed. I’d silently wished away her nagging so frequently that those thoughts became second nature, but now, I’d have given anything to hear her critique my unconventional life, to listen to her sigh and long for a suitable husband to cross my path. The house echoes mournfully without her, and I understand now she issued judgments as an attempt to keep me safe in a world that has little tolerance for a woman who’s different. A world that now seems empty without her, save for flying and Amelia.
Startled, I leap from the dining room table and race toward the entry hall. In years past, we would have a bevy of servants to address household needs and intruders alike, but the Depression and my flying and an uncle’s poor investments have eaten away at the remains of the Nichols family assets, sometimes necessitating the sale of family heirlooms and valuable portraits. Now I manage—and protect—this house alone.
Grabbing a fireplace poker just in case, I run into the foyer, still elegant with its crystal chandelier and parquet floors. The noise comes from the slamming of the front door. But I freeze when I spy the interloper, for it is no unwanted guest. It is Amelia, as I’ve never seen her before.
Her cheeks are crimson with fury and wet with tears. Her hair, always tousled, is a hurricane of curls.
I drop the poker and rush to her. Wrapping my arms around her tall, sinewy frame, I whisper, “What’s happened? Are you all right?”
“It’s, it’s—” She struggles to catch her breath. “G-George.”
“What has he done now?” The list of George Putnam’s offenses is long, one we commiserate over often. From forcing endless promotions on Amelia to misquoting her publicly to arranging for flights that she doesn’t want—and that doesn’t even account for the social events where she’s obliged to playact at marital bliss. How often my stomach has roiled seeing newspaper photos of the husband-and-wife media darlings, knowing how George managed to extract the marriage vows from Amelia through guilt. How he has tried to cage the uncageable.
“He won’t set me free.”
I’m confused and surprised by this. When Amelia reluctantly married George, she made him enter into that unorthodox contract. While we have occasionally mused on when she should invoke the divorce clause—their marriage is mostly in name and primarily a business partnership—I’ve never sensed any urgency around Amelia’s desire for separation. And I’ve never wanted to push.
“Did you ask him just now?”
She chokes down a sob. “I wanted to surprise you. It’s been such a disappointment that you can’t undertake this trip. It’s been our dream for so long. And I know how you feel about George, and I th-thought it might ease the pain if I—” She breaks off.
“Oh, Amelia, please don’t let that trouble you. There’s time enough for such a bold move down the road, and your marriage has never been an impediment to our plans for the Ninety-Nines or our flights. And who knows? We might get another chance to fly around the globe together.” I look up into her blue eyes. “But your focus now must be on this flight.”
“You don’t understand, Ruth,” she says quietly, and I know her news will be painful. These days, she only ever calls me by my given name when she’s deadly serious. “George said he will never let me go. And if I ever try again, he will reveal our marriage contract and my proclivity for an ‘unnatural life’ as he called it, unfettered by children or fidelity. Now that I know this, how can I stay?”
I gasp, and my arms fall away from her. Not only would that destroy Amelia’s reputation, but it would affect mine, that of women pilots everywhere—we are perceived as of a kind, after all—and his own.
“I know,” Amelia replies to my wordless exclamation. “He has trapped me well and good. It’s the very thing I was concerned about when I married him, the very thing I hoped that contract would prevent.”
“He’s trapped all of us well and good,” I say, my voice low. “You and me. Even the Ninety-Nines, indirectly. If the world discovers that the beloved Lady Lindy has chosen a nontraditional life, that could be the end for women pilots everywhere. We’d be ostracized.”
I step away from her and retreat to the dining room. The envelopes and charts taunt me. They represent something else now. The whole future has changed. Has it become one in which I have lost the means to fly?
Amelia paces the dining room, running her hands through her already wild hair. “I cannot stay in George’s jail.”
“What other choice do you have?” I ask the unanswerable question, frozen in place. Unlike Amelia, this terror has immobilized me instead of prompting me toward movement. “If you want to fly again, I mean. If we all want to.”
“Flying and the absolute prison of this marriage versus not flying but with freedom and the truth?” She scoffs, a laugh bitter and deep. “I’m caught between the devil and the deep blue sea.”
An idea forms in my mind. It is unorthodox and dangerous and a leap from which we could never return. But I’d be willing to take it—with Amelia.
“What’s most important to you?” I ask, unsure as to whether I’m ready for her answer. Unsure whether I have the courage to follow through.
She stops prowling through the dining room like a zoo-kept tiger. Meeting my eyes, she says, “The sky.”
I need to be certain about her priorities before I make my proposal. “Not the aerial records? Or the fame?”
Her brows arch as if she’s surprised I would even ask. And it’s true, those questions might have been offensive, but there is no time for petty emotions. So much is at stake.
“Never. Those were always a means to an end. And anyway, George is part of all that.”
“Then”—I pause—“there might be a solution, for all of us.”
“Anything, my Rufus.”
It heartens me to hear her call me by my nickname, and I leap into the unknown. “What if we disappeared?”
“What do you mean?” She stares at me quizzically.
“What if you simply never returned from one of the legs of your round-the-world trip? What if you landed on one of those little islands in the Pacific—”
Nodding in comprehension, Amelia interjects, “Maybe have Noonan finish the trip without me, as if something happened to me en route.”
“Exactly. You’d slip away to somewhere you could be anonymous. Maybe somewhere in the Pacific? One of the clusters of islands in the open sea? That stretch is the most dangerous in your aerial route, after all. It would make sense that you’d have trouble there, and there are so many places to hide.”
Her nodding becomes more emphatic. “Somewhere with an airfield,” she adds, her pitch rising in excitement.
I can almost see it now, and in an exhilarated voice, I add, “And I would meet you out there. We’d be able to fly off, vanish, and live in peace.”
“Just the sky and freedom.”
I echo, “Just the sky and freedom.”
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ONE-YEAR ANNIVERSARY OF EARHART’S DISAPPEARANCE
Almost a year has passed since that fateful day the nation held its collective breath, hoping for a positive report about Amelia Earhart’s whereabouts, after she and her navigator Fred Noonan failed to land on Howland Island as scheduled during her round-the-globe flight. But when the aircraft carrier Lexington, the battleship Colorado, the minesweeper Swan, and the coast guard cutter Itasca all returned empty-handed over a four-week span, the search of thousands of miles of the equatorial Pacific Ocean was called off. Now, a year later, commemorations of the famous lady pilot are being planned across the country, at airfields and in town parades and here in the state where Amelia Earhart was born . . .
Gardner Island had not been part of the plan, that slip of coral-ringed land where Amelia’s plane is rumored to have crashed near its intended Pacific Ocean destination of Howland Island. Neither had any of the uninhabited specks of land in its atoll, like Baker or McKean. But they hadn’t been that far off the mark. We’d planned on secretly reuniting on Mala, an island in the Solomon Island chain between Lae, New Guinea, and Howland Island.
When I first saw the newspaper accounts of Amelia’s disappearance that fateful day nearly a year ago and listened to the hysterical radio accounts, I’d actually smiled. I had assumed that she was simply following our scheme. But as the reports began to pour in, it became clear that the last leg of her anticipated 2,500-mile journey from Lae, New Guinea, to Howland Island—the one during which she, but not Noonan or the plane, was meant to disappear—had gone terribly wrong. My slender, tenuous thread of hope had remained intact even as the search parties began. Perhaps, I told myself, when Noonan made the stop for Amelia’s departure, catastrophe befell him and the plane. Maybe, just maybe, I muttered in a relentless mantra to myself, Amelia is still out there on Mala, waiting for me. When the official reports came in from the Itasca, the US Coast Guard ship assigned to cover Amelia, that hope dissolved. Although Amelia’s communications had been compromised, the messages that the Itasca did receive indicated engine and navigation trouble. Not to mention the ship found no sign of her plane. Not only had Amelia vanished, but so had Noonan and the plane—and that was never the strategy.
I didn’t think I’d survive the days and weeks and months that followed. The simultaneous loss of my friend and my hope dragged me down until I spiraled into a dark place I’d never known existed. More than once, I eyed the rows of pills that still remained in my mother’s bathroom, and on a single occasion, I even reached for them. Only the memory of Amelia’s blue eyes and the disappointment that would undoubtedly flash in them if she could see me in that moment stopped my hand from clutching that pill bottle. And now, having risen out of the darkness, I need to honor her—for her legacy and life and my own.
I take a deep breath and survey the hangar. Aside from the crew necessary to get my little Lockheed in the air, it’s largely empty today. Most local folks from my hometown of Rye are already at Playland Park, enjoying the park’s opening day. I imagine that the lines are long for the much-touted Grand Carousel, Dragon Coaster, and Derby Racers in the amusement park and that the boardwalk is crowded as well. The invitation for “famed aviatrix Ruth Nichols” to do a “special Playland Park opening day flyover” is the first paid flying engagement I’ve had in ages.
Soon, I’ll be gazing at the Playland Park masses from above as I swoop and dip over them. Will the crowd be screaming with delight, as they once did? Or will they be white-knuckled, watching me and thinking of Amelia? If I’m honest with myself, the public’s appetite for daring aerial feats—from men and women alike—has subsided on the heels of Amelia’s disappearance. In fact, the public’s tolerance for female pilots has pretty much dried up, but this, I am determined to overcome on behalf of myself, Amelia, and all our Ninety-Nines.
As I prepare for the flight, I take one last look at the piece of folded paper in my hand, one of Amelia’s souvenir envelopes. I’d secretly slipped it out from the stacks on my dining room table before she loaded them onto her plane for her round-the-world journey. I thought I’d keep it as a remembrance of the life we were leaving behind, of the flight that would set us free. Now, all the other souvenir envelopes are likely at the bottom of the Pacific, and our dreams along with them. And I have a very different purpose in mind for this last memento.
A young mechanic, with floppy blond hair that reminds me of Amelia’s, fastens me into my flight suit. When he finishes, I hand him the envelope. “Would you mind popping this into the afternoon post for me?” I ask him, with a casualness I don’t feel.
“Of course, Miss Nichols,” he answers, sliding the envelope into his uniform pocket without a single glance at it, much to my relief. I had worried he’d see Amelia’s face staring up at him and ask questions about this strange missive. “I’ll head directly to the post office after we get you in the air.”
“Much obliged,” I say, and allow myself a small smile. Although today is a mournful occasion—for me, not for most of Rye—it does bring me pleasure to think of George Putnam’s expression when he receives this mail. Since all these souvenir envelopes were meant to be on Amelia’s plane and were presumably lost forever at sea, will he think that Amelia is contacting him from beyond the grave? Or perhaps that she is still alive out there somewhere? I want him to wonder, to speculate, to be afraid. After all, it was George’s threats that made Amelia so determined to push ahead with the flight, even when the weather seemed not in her favor. She could not wait a minute longer to advance our plan to disappear and evade George’s grasp.
I step into the cockpit of my plane, strap into position, and ready myself behind the instrument board. Today’s flight will not be particularly strenuous from a technical standpoint, but it will be difficult. It is my final farewell to Amelia.
I start up the engine and, with its bittersweet roar for company, cruise down the runway. As I lift off, the sky shifts from aquamarine to a cerulean blue so like Amelia’s eyes it makes my heart ache. As I glance down, the sprawling art deco Playland Park complex comes into view, along with the Atlantic shore bordering it. I watch as the shadow of my plane courses over this familiar seascape, one over which Amelia and I often soared.
Now is the moment, I think. Reaching into the basket on the empty copilot’s seat beside me, I grab a large handful of fragrant, red rose petals. As I send them sailing through the small opening above my cockpit window, I whisper, “Goodbye, Amelia,” and set them free. Then I return to the skies.
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