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OHN CIRCLED BACK OVER THE PUMPKIN PATCH, BRINGING THE

plane lower this time, just to make sure his eyes weren't play-

m ing tricks on him. He'd been flying for over two hours straight;

he felt dizzy from engine fumes and his goggles were smeared with

gasoline. But as he brought the plane around, he spotted them

again: forty, maybe even fifty people gathered among the pump-

kins—a whole party waving at him, shouting and cheering, waiting

for him to land. They were dressed formally, the men in sack suits

and bright silk ties, the women in smart summer hats of pink or

cream straw. They'd even laid out a runway, a long strip of white

cloth that cut a clear, straight path through the pumpkin vines.

John wondered for a moment if he had the wrong town. He

pulled his map from beneath the seat, unfolded it, and pinned it

with his forearm against the leather rim of the cockpit. The map's

edges whipped about as he did his calculations: he'd taken off from

Poth, Missouri, at nine in the morning and followed the railroad

tracks west across the grasslands until about eleven o'clock, when

he'd landed to refuel. It was near two thirty in the afternoon by

the time he'd lifted off again, and now it was just after five, which

would put him at—John scanned the wrinkled expanse of eastern

Kansas—yes, this had to be Bunting. It was the only town for a hun-

dred miles in either direction, and when John looked up from

the map he saw, as though to underscore the obviousness of his
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deduction, a water tower standing just to the south with bunting, ks

painted across its tank.

He refolded his map and glanced again at the crowd assembled

below, the tiny white blossoms of their faces. He slowed down to let

them read the lettering painted on the bottom of his wings. On the

left wing: john barron. expert pilot. On the right: rides just $?!!!

Then he leaned out of the cockpit to watch the reaction. Some of

the men saluted and a few women waved as his shadow streaked

over them.

John waved back, beaming. As he turned to the controls to

ready his Curtis JN "Jenny" for landing, he felt an electric joy thrum

through him: he had an actual welcome party. People had dressed

up in fine clothes and hiked out to the middle of an empty pumpkin

patch to welcome him to their town. He'd been barnstorming for

three months now, since just after his twenty-first birthday, in

February of 1919; so far he'd visited over thirty towns scattered

throughout the Midwest, from Minnesota to Iowa to Nebraska and

now down into Kansas, and never, not once, had there been a real

welcome party waiting for him. Now and then he'd arrived in a new

town to find some aviation enthusiasts standing out on the side-

walks, their Kodak Brownies aimed up at the sky. Sometimes a group

of children, drawn outside by the Jenny's approaching whine,

chased after him as he flew past. But most often, John flew into a

new town to find no one waiting for him or cheering him on. No-

body even expecting him, save a telephone operator or two.

Now, as he started his descent—pushing on the Jenny's eleva-

tor, nosing her down toward the pumpkin patch—he tried to guess

which of the women below was Marlene. the Bunting telephone

operator he'd spoken with. Maybe the girl in the sleeveless dress

at the back of the crowd? Waving a glove at him? John felt a small

thrill at the thought of meeting her. He got along well with tele-
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phone operators. He made a habit to call ahead to every town he

planned to visit and introduce himself to at least one telephone

operator first. The women who worked the telephone lines in the

kinds of towns John visited—country towns where a plane was still

big news—usually spent their afternoons connecting the same

people over and over again, knitting and reknitting familiar pat-

terns: plugging Mr. Gray into Mrs. Beige. Wiring Mrs. Beige to Dr.

Brown, and so on. A new voice on the line excited these girls. They

joked and flirted with John. It was easy to get them on his side, to

get them to help publicize his arrival. All it took was the promise of

a free plane ride and they were swearing up and down that as soon

as they hung up they were going to tell everyone they knew that an

expert pilot was coming to town. And they were fun girls, too. Out-

going and social. The type to show him a good time, take him out to

movie theaters and dance halls.

He'd called Marlene twice while he was still performing in the

town of Poth, two hundred miles to the east.

"You owe me one," she'd said the last time they'd spoken. "I got

the whole town waiting for you. You better be cute."

rTU wipe off some of the grease. Just for you," said John.

"Well, try not to make me look bad. Everyone'll be out there when

you fly in."

John had taken "everyone" to mean a couple of Marlene's friends

standing outside the telephone offices, yelling hellos or whistling

at him or maybe waving a scribbled paper sign. Nothing like this.

The women's lawn dresses shimmered in the sun, pale green

and yellow and tangerine. At the back of the pumpkin patch stood

a table lined with bottles of champagne. John tried to think up

something extraordinary he could do for Marlene to thank her for

preparing all this for him. He could make a banner for her: mar-

lene, marlene, bunting queen. Something like that, and fly it over
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town. Or he could buzz her house at sunset, shower her yard with

flowers.

John took the plane low as he crossed the edge of the pumpkin

patch. Green, unripe pumpkins rushed by beneath his wheels. He

tilted the tail down, dragging in wind to slow the plane. The levers

trembled in his hands. Through the blur of the propeller he could

see the men and women part, moving away from the makeshift

runway to give him room.

The Jenny hit hard, knocking John against the controls, but

then it bounced, rising and leaping forward. John shoved on the

elevator and brought the plane back down. Pumpkins burst against

the wheels with dull, sickening thuds. The sour odor burned his

nose as bits of pumpkin meat splattered across his face, getting

in his mouth, slapping across his goggles. The pulp fouled up the

wheels too. The plane skidded and spun, tossing John around

the cockpit, the world a cyclone of shouts and colors, until finally

the Jenny whipped to a jarring halt.

John tried to catch his breath, but his chest hurt where the lever

had punched into him.

"Hello?" said a woman's voice. "Are you all right in there?"

John winced and pulled off his goggles. "Just part of the act." he

said, wiping the pumpkin from his face

.

He ran a hand through the sticky tangle of his hair and looked

around. What a dream-like vision, all of these men and women

dressed in fancy clothes, gathered around him in the middle of a

pumpkin patch. Each woman carried a single pink rose. A large

house stood off in the distance, just beyond the edge of the field.

The sight sent a pang of excitement through John: he might actually

get to sleep in a bed that night.

This, he thought as he took it all in—the party, the pumpkin
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patch, the warm afternoon sunlight—this was what he loved best

about barnstorming. Between the last five towns combined he'd

made seventy-two dollars profit, but this morning he'd landed to a

champagne toast and a warm bed. You never knew when your luck

would turn. You just cranked the propeller, lifted off, and followed

the silver thread of the railroad tracks.

John climbed out of the cockpit and stood on the plane's wing.

Everyone, the men, the women, seemed stunned to silence by his

arrival. Probably none of these people had ever seen a plane be-

fore, John thought. And even if they had seen a plane, they'd never

had one roar to a stop right in front of their faces. He scanned the

crowd for Marlene.

"Ladies and gentlemen of Bunting," he said, unzipping his

leather aviator jacket. "I can't thankyou enough for this warm wel-

come. When I saw all of you gathered here, I almost cried tears

of joy."

A young man approached John with a bottle of champagne.

"Now you're really trying to make me cry," John said, taking the

bottle. He popped the cork and let the fizz run down his glove be-

fore taking a long sip.

The man's fist hit John on the side of the head. It flew up out of

nowhere and knocked him backward against the fuselage. Cham-

pagne splashed across John's face and chest. Through the ringing

in his ears, he heard people shouting, rushing around. The man

who'd hit him climbed up on the wing and stood over him now, a

huge silhouette blocking out the sun.

John braced himself for another blow, but before his attacker

could swing again, an arm slid around the man's waist and yanked

him down off the wing.

A hot throbbing started in John's temple . When he touched the
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side of his head, his fingers came back wet with blood. Two men

were struggling beside the wing of his plane. The man being re-

strained was young, about John's own age, with a thick black mus-

tache. The man holding him was older, his beard streaked with

gray-

"This boy is probably a present from someone, Charley," said

the older man. "I'm sure he's here as a gift to you."

"Who sent him, then?" said Charley, writhing.

"Why don't you stop thrashing about and ask him?
"

Charley glared at John. A vein shaped like a tiny lightning bolt

pulsed at the center of his forehead. "Well? " he said. "Are you a gift?
"

"I'm here to offeryou the gift of flight, if that's what you mean,"

John said. He scanned the crowd, waiting for a reaction, but they

seemed frightened and confused. Some of the women looked like

they were about to cry. John felt a cold, sinking sensation in his

stomach.

"This party is for me, right?" he said. "John Barron? The pilot?"

He gestured to his plane. Strings of pumpkin seeds dangled from

the lower wings. "Is there a Marlene here?"

"For you?" the older man said. "Son, this is a wedding. You've

crashed into my daughter's wedding." He pointed to the aisle run-

ner—the long strip of white cloth John had mistaken for a runway-

lying rumpled and torn beneath the wheels of the plane.

"I'm the groom," said Charley, pointing a thumb at himself.

"And that was my champagne, asshole."

John felt very weak all of a sudden. It was then that he noticed,

standing at the far end of the field, behind the crowd, a young girl

in a white dress. She stared blankly at John, her dark red hair pinned

above her face. She had one hand on the fence railing; the other

hung limp at her side. Her dress was decorated with intricate bead-
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work that sparkled in the late sunlight. A bouquet of pink roses lay

at her feet.

Then, all at once she turned and ran toward the house, her dress

dragging behind her in the grass. Charley ran after her.

John felt a growing, painful pressure on the side of his head.

"Gome down from there. You're bleeding," said the father of

the bride. "Let's get you some medical attention." He put out his

hand.

John reached for it but grabbed only air. Awave of panic hit him.

He felt an overwhelming need to escape from there, to climb back

into his plane and lose himself in the cold, oceanic emptiness of

the sky. But he was so dizzy.

He turned to the crowd. The men and women were blurs to him

now, watery shapes smearing into one another. "Sorry about the

misunderstanding, everyone," he said, blinking hard. "If one ofyou

would just point me to the nearest petrol station, I'll be on my way.

"

Then he stepped down from his plane and passed out in the

grass.

John woke with a start. The skin around his temple felt hot and

swollen, and when he touched it, he found that someone had taped

a small gauzy bandage over his cut. He knew he should lie back down

and ice his head, but all he could think about was getting back to his

plane. He threw off his blankets and sat up. How long had he slept?

Slipping on his aviator jacket, he opened the door to his room and

peered out. The hallway was dark and empty.

John snuck past the other bedrooms and headed downstairs.

When he reached the foyer, he stopped and wrote a note on a pad by

the telephone.
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Dear Sir.

I apologizefor destroying your daughter's wedding. All moneys

lhave at present have been laid beside this note toparfor

damages.

Sincerely.

John M. Barron (Pilot)

John placed a stack of dollar bills beside the note—practically

everything he had. The bills were wrinkled and dirty and the pile

sponged to one side. John frowned and picked up the pen.

/ will send more once I make some.

He read over his work one more time and. satisfied, opened the

front door and slipped outside into the foggy morning.

The light was still poor. It had to be at least an hour before

sunrise—not a good time to fly, but John didn't care. He looked

around until he spotted the silhouette of his Jennv. still parked in

the pumpkin patch, ready to lift off again. He hurried over.

As he approached the plane, though, he noticed a figure sitting

on the lowxr port wing. Lord God. he thought. Charley. Waiting to

pound him. John struggled to come up with some way of avoiding a

fight, something he could sav. but when he neared the plane he saw

that the figure wasn't Charley at all. but a girl. The bride.

She was still wearing her wedding dress. On her feet were a pair

of scuffed black boots. Her hair hung down the front of her shoul-

der in a long red braid. To John she looked like a discarded fairy-

tale character, a princess plucked from a storybook and dropped

onto the wing of his plane in a heap of twinkling fabric.

"I left a note." John said to her. "I'm not trying to sneak off."
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The girl nodded at a valise sitting beside the plane's wheel. "I

am," she said.

It took John a moment to understand her.

"You're joking," he said.

"I don't weigh a pound more than a hundred and ten," she said.

"And I'm good with maps."

John ran a hand over the back of his neck. What was it about pi-

lots? he wondered. What made the lonely girls fall so hard for them?

Maybe it was the outfit?—The cap and gloves, the scarf snapping in

the wind.

"Don't flatter yourself," said the girl, as though she'd sensed

what he was thinking. "I'm about to leave a man behind. I'm not

looking for a new one."

John climbed aboard. "Sorry," he said. "I don't need a copilot."

"
I won't get in your way.

"

"You're in my way now," he said, brushing past her. He opened

the supply box and removed the doping tape. "I need you to move

off the wing. I have to check for tears in the linen."

But the girl didn't move.

When he tried to crawl over her, she grabbed his wrist. The

force of her grip startled him, and he looked at her, truly taking her

in for the first time. She was prettier than he'd thought. Her face

was soft featured and pale, almost translucently white, but her eyes

were a warm, clay brown. They stared back at him in a way that was

neither desperate nor pleading. Just determined.

"You owe me this," she said. "You ruined my wedding."

John jerked his hand back, but she held on to him.

"I'll yell," she said.

"Miss," John said, "why are you doing this?"

"That's my business," she said.
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John sighed. "Look, even if I agreed to take you, I don't have

enough petrol to get us both to the next town. We're too heavy to-

gether."

She nodded at the garage to the east of the house. Stacks of

green-and -white petrol cans stood in rows behind the cars.

The girl let go of John's wrist but kept her eyes trained on him.

"Have at it," she said.

John rubbed his wrist. A nice fix he'd landed in this time. He

glanced at the house-, a lamp was already lit in one of the windows.

He knew taking the girl was a bad idea, but he felt too weak to argue

.

He was hungry; his head hurt. His body felt like an empty pouch.

"I'll take you to the next town," he said. "Then you're on

your own."

The sky was clear and calm, totally windless, perfect for flying. But

the whole way to Gunnison, John couldn't relax. He hated that the

girl was suddenly there, in his cockpit, uninvited; he kept his eyes

fixed on the back of her head, watching for any signs of trouble.

He never knew how a passenger would react once the plane took

off, and he had a bad feeling about her. She was wearing a wed-

ding dress, for fuck's sake. Plenty of perfectly normal- seeming

customers went to pieces in the air. Out of nowhere. Regular men

and women cringing and shaking, huddling inside the cockpit.

Some got sick. Some fainted. A few even seemed to go completely

crazy. An old man in Minnesota, for example, had pulled a .3? on

him two hundred feet above the earth. The man had threatened to

shoot if John didn't land the plane immediately. Another woman

had stood up in the cockpit and undressed mid-flight. She was a

large person, and John could still see the pale flag of her body rip-

pling in the wind.
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And all this had happened on $2 rides, rides that lasted five

minutes and never rose more than a few hundred feet off the

ground. Now, with this girl as his passenger, he flew at a steady al-

titude of nine hundred feet, high above the thinning clouds. The

cold blasted them, but the girl seemed so calm, sitting primly in

the front cockpit, staring out at the empty sky through her over-

size goggles. Too calm, to John's mind. It was unsettling; she never

pointed or turned to him to ask a question. Never leaned out of the

cockpit to swim a hand through the wind. She acted as relaxed

as someone riding on a bus. Probably she was holding it all in, he

thought. Any moment now she'd burst into hysterics. And why

not? Why not one more disaster? Lately John's luck had only been

getting worse. He'd made some good money back in Michigan, some

in Iowa too, but that was weeks ago. Soon it'd be the heat of sum-

mer, blazing sun, the engine overheating. Barnstorming three

months and already he was getting tired.

Just look at yourself, he thought: broke, injured, exhausted, re-

sponsible for the total ruination of a wedding. And now saddled

with a weird, runaway girl. All at once, the old worries came rush-

ing back. Maybe he was wrong to have bought the plane. Maybe be-

ing a pilot was a ridiculous idea. Maybe he should give up now,

before something truly awful happened. He could sell the Jenny for

parts, go back to New York. He still had a job waiting for him at

Sweet Fizz, the soda bottling plant where he'd worked with his fa-

ther, Rollie Barron, before enlisting. Rollie had told him so just a

few days ago.

"Dale keeps asking me when you're coming back," Rollie had

said. "I told him I don't know, but he keeps on about it. Says he'll

hold you a place as long as he can."

"Good to know," John had said.

"You've got his telephone number, John? The number to his
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office?" Rollie had a slow, sleepy way of speaking. John could pic-

ture him in their small apartment in Williamsburg, sitting on the

stool by the telephone. He could see his father's face as they talked,

round and pink and dimpled, a boyish face despite the gray hair.

But a sad face, also. With a weariness hanging about the eyes.

"I don't need Dale's number," John said.

"It's no trouble to find," Rollie said. "I wrote it dov\m somewhere

around here."

John heard his father rummaging around the desk. "Thanks

anyway, Rol."

"Here it is."

"I'm fine."

"Just take it. In case."

"No pen."

John was calling from a farmhouse where he would spend the

night. The owner had seen John land in a nearby field and invited

him in for dinner. As John spoke, the man and his wife washed

dishes together over the sink basin. They stood with their hips

touching. Every now and then the man would say something to

make the woman laugh and she'd smack him with a dish towel.

Watching the two ofthem irritated John. His father was an old man

alone in a dingy apartment.

"I have to go," John said into the phone. "I'm sendingyou some

money."

"No, no. Don't be silly. I'm fine."

"Guess," John said.

"Oklahoma?"

"North."

"Kansas?"

"East."

"Missouri?"
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"Bingo."

"Missouri. Fm looking forward to seeing the postcard."

Along with money, John sent his father postcards from every

state he visited. "Maybe I'll fly you here after I get back."

John's father laughed. "Fm fine where I am."

"I'm going to kidnap you. You're not going to have a choice."

"Talk to you soon, John."

"Okay." John waited for a moment, listening as the line went

dead.

The train tracks below the plane began to edge west, and John

pushed on the rudder, following the curve. He wondered ifhe should

call Rollie from Gunnison, get Dale Morton's number. There was

no harm in giving Mr. Morton a ring after all, just to check in. But

as soon as John began to imagine his conversation with Mr. Morton,

he could hear, in the background, the sounds of the plant: the hiss

of the soda water tanks, the tamping down of crown cork caps. The

clink and rattle of bottles moving down the line. Worst of all, he

could hear the floors, the terrible peeling noise they made when-

ever anyone lifted a boot. Sweet Fizz specialized in fruit -flavored

sodas, and the plant's floors were always sticky with dried syrup-

cherry, grape, lemon. No matter how many times custodial hosed

them down, the floors stayed gluey. They gummed onto John's boots,

sucking at the heels, the toes, making every step a tiny act of vio-

lence, a ripping back of himself. And the residue remained on his

boot soles long after he clocked out. Walking home from the plant,

alley cats would often slink out from the shadows to follow him and

lick at his footprints.

John pushed the memory from his mind. He didn't want to think

about Sweet Fizz or Rollie or any of it. He took out the map and

opened it against the cockpit's rim. Look at that, he thought to him-

self, staring at the grand sweep of the country. Forty- eight whole
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states to explore. He could visit any place he wanted to. All he had

to do was call ahead, get some telephone operators on his side, and

that would be that.

He glanced at the girl sitting in the front cockpit, loose strands

of hair flying around her head. He'd be glad to be rid of her.

They reached Gunnison at around nine in the morning. It was much

smaller than John had expected, like a sketch of a town: a train sta-

tion, a church. Hardly anybody was out on the sidewalks.

John circled the surrounding farmland until he found a prop-

erty he thought would make a good operating station. It lay just on

the outskirts of town, a modest estate, less than twenty acres. John

brought the plane down right in front of the farmhouse.

A family stood waiting on the front porch, apparently led out-

side by the sound of the approaching plane. A farmer in denim

coveralls, his wife, and three blond children hiding behind their

legs.

John hopped down from the cockpit. "Hello, there!" he said to

the children. "Are you three the owners of this beautiful farm?"

The children clung tighter to their parents. A piano of pale, un-

finished wood stood on the porch.

"Go on and look at this, now," the farmer said. He was entirely

bald, built with big plates of muscle across his shoulders and chest.

He wore tiny gold-rimmed spectacles that flashed in the sun. "Hus-

band and wife flyers. That's a development."

John laughed. "She isn't my wife," he said, helping the girl

down from the cockpit. Strangely, her wedding dress seemed even

brighter than it had that morning. The beadwork glittered. Maybe

the wind had polished it up. John thought.

"Weil, whose wife is she. then?" said the farmer's wife.



The Star Attraction of 1919 249

"Exactly," said the farmer.

John froze, suddenly realizing the scope of his mistake. Tales

about the kidnapping and seduction of young women had become

wildly popular in the last year. One appeared in the papers practi-

cally every week: a story about a pretty fiancee or new bride fol-

lowed home from the dance hall or nickel dump by a man looking

to sell her into white slavery. The man would wait for her to turn a

corner and then jump out at her from the shadows, blowing pow-

der into her face—shimmering, soporific powder that caused her

vision to swirl and darken and close in on her like a gloved fist. And

then, once she passed out, the man would roll her up in a carpet

and carry her off.

Both the farmer and his wife were staring at John, waiting for an

explanation. He could see their suspicions hardening. The girl

would tell them he'd kidnapped her. She was taking revenge on

him for destroying her wedding. How had he been so stupid? He

could already see himself being shoved into a police wagon, see his

Jenny being impounded.

"I didn't mean that, sir," John said to the farmer, who stood

staring at him from the porch.

"Oh?" said the farmer.

"He meant he likes 'blushing bride,' instead of wife," said the

girl. She slid an arm around John's waist. "Wife sounds so chilly,

don't you think?"

The farmer's wife laughed. "I have thought that, in fact."

Not knowing what else to do, John put his arm around the girl's

shoulders and gave her a squeeze. The pebbled fabric felt scratchy

against his skin. He smiled at the farmer and his family.

"My blushing bride," he said.

The farmer nodded. "Del Bradison," he said, putting out his

hand.
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John went to shake, but the girl beat him to it.

"Mrs. Helen Barron," she said, smiling in her wedding dress

and boots. "Pilot."

The crowds in Gunnison turned out to be better than John had ex-

pected. More than forty people showed up at the farm to ride on his

Jenny that first afternoon. He was busy from morning to sunset.

The farmer, Mr. Bradison, helped him set up a small table in the

grazing field where Helen could sit and collect money from

the waiting passengers.

At first, John didn't like the idea of trusting Helen with the

money, trusting her to sit there with all his bills in a pot. But what

could he say in front of Bradison and his family? No matter, though;

he knew there was no way for Helen to steal without him finding

out. He could count the passengers himself. He knew his math.

It was an easy format. For $2 a customer got a quick tour of the

town's landmarks—the church, the school, the mill, and then back.

For $3, John flew a stunt with them, a barrel roll or free fall, maybe

even a death spiral, if the customer was feeling particularly adven-

turous. For $5 he'd take a photograph with them in front of the

plane. When he needed fuel, he paid one of Bradison's daughters a

nickel to a make petrol run for him. Which she did by hauling cans

back and forth from the garage in a toy wagon. To his surprise, John

went through three cans in the first afternoon alone.

Bradison let them a room in the attic, at the back of a storage

space. It was hot and cramped inside, and John slept poorly the

first night. He spent a good deal of time staring at the lump beneath

the covers that was Helen, wondering how long he'd be stuck

with her.

The second day in Gunnison was even better than the first, fi-
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nancially speaking. John could hardly believe his luck. At least

two -thirds of the people who'd rode with him the day before were

back to go again. Some went three, even four times. And lots of

them wanted extras this time around. They wanted the tricks—the

rolls and spins during their flights. Afterward they paid for photos

with John and Helen beside the Jenny, the wooden propeller

gleaming behind them.

It wasn't until late in the afternoon, the line to ride still snaking

toward Bradison's barn, that John realized Helen was at least partly

responsible for his new popularity. He was coming in for a landing

with a passenger, a young boy who'd brought his basset hound up

with him, when he noticed a knot in the line of people waiting to

ride. The knot was at the front of the line, up near Helen's table. As

he touched down, he saw that Helen was talking to them, the whole

group. She was saying something funny, gesturing with her hands,

and the crowd was chuckling—really laughing now, some of the

women covering their mouths or stomachs, slapping their knees,

convulsing with laughter.

"Watch out, mister, " said the boy, looking back at John from the

front cockpit, the goggles too big for his head.

John turned and saw a cow standing in the Jenny's path. He

yanked the elevator and wrenched the plane upward, just missing

the animal. The boy held tight to the dog on his lap. Its long ears

flapped in the wind.

Again that evening, John couldn't sleep. The attic room felt even

hotter than the night before. The dust stuck to his skin, creating

an itchy film. But deep down he knew that there was more to his

sleeplessness than just the heat. The day had been one of the best

of his career. He'd made forty-three dollars, which was practically
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unheard of for him, especially on his second day in one town. He

squinted across the mattress at the buttoned back of Helen's night-

gown.

"How'dyou do that today?" John said.

"How did I do what?" she said after a long moment.

"This." John reached beneath the edge of the mattress and pulled

out the envelope of bills. "What did you say to those people to get

them to keep coming back?"

Helen glanced at him over her shoulder. "I didn't say anything.

I was just talking to them."

"Talking to them about what?
"

"I don't know. I made up some stories about places we'd flown.

Our travels. Don't you ever talk to them while you're up there?
"

"I'm usually a little busy," John said. "Flying the plane?"

Helen turned toward him, propping herself on an elbow. Again

John was struck by how pretty she looked. Her hair was down, soft-

ening her face.

"Well, you should try catering to your customers," she said. "It's

just good showmanship."

"I cater to them," he said.

"Maybe to the girls ..." She smiled at him.

John couldn't help smiling himself.

"That's right," she said, about to laugh. "I see right through you.

Expert pilot."

"So, what about it?" he said. "I don't have time to make friends."

"Right," she said. "Anight of fun. Then onto the next town."

"Exactly," said John.

"So where, oh where, great pilot, are you off to next?"

"I don't know." John glanced up at the small, dirty window near

the room's peak. "I thought I'd head south before it gets too hot.



The Star Attraction of 1919 253

Fly through Oklahoma, Texas, west toward California. Or maybe I'll

go north, up to Montana."

"I heard Montana's nice," Helen said. "Lots of moose." She lay

down again, her hair pooling around her head.

"What about you?" he said. "Where are you headed?"

"I don't know," said Helen. "I'll figure it out. Trains run in all di-

rections, right?"

"I could take you someplace myself," said John. "I mean, ifyou

want a lift."

"That's all right," said Helen, yawning.

"Well then I'll give you money for a ticket. You earned some of

that pot today."

"I'll be okay," she said.

John watched her as she adjusted her sheet, getting comfort-

able.

"I'd take you with me, you know," he said, "but I don't work that

way. It's just impossible."

"No one's asking," said Helen.

"I'm just saying," said John. "I'm a solo act. No partners."

"A one -man show.

"

"That's right. So you get some dough from today, but that's it."

"Fine," said Helen.

But the next morning, no mention of the train was made. In-

stead, the two of them left Gunnison together, flying south in John's

Curtis Jenny.

It took them two days to cross into Oklahoma. They moved in little

hops, traveling forty, fifty miles a flight. The engine was too loud

for them to communicate without yelling, so for the most part, they
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flew in silence. Helen kept the map up front with her, and she spent

long stretches of time studying the names of cities and rivers. The

strangest ones she yelled out to John.

"Kangaroo, New Mexico!" she called over her shoulder.

"I passed through Dirty Hand, Minnesota, a couple of weeks

ago
!

" John called back.

The weather was perfect spring on the first day, and the prairie

was in full bloom, bright with paintbrush and bluebonnets, pink

clusters of catchfTy. The fields shimmered; every few moments the

wind skated a secret pattern through the grass. Ponds and lakes

mirrored the sky. For a while John and Helen followed the train

tracks, dipping down whenever a train passed, waving at the faces

pressed to the windows.

They made camp less than a hundred miles from the Oklahoma

border, on the open grassland. While Helen unpacked the blan-

kets, John went to wash their goggles in a nearby stream. By the

time he came back to camp, Helen had a small fire going.

"Make yourself useful, why don't you?" John said.

Helen stirred the fire with a stick, sending a swarm of sparks

into the sky. "How far do you think we came today?"

"I don't know." John opened a can of noodle soup and poured

the broth into his pot. "A couple hundred miles. Those lights up

there, that's likely Barley." He sat down beside Helen and held the

pot over the flames.

"I think that's Yupa," said Helen.

"Can't be. We didn't come far enough."

"Look for yourself," she said, spreadingthe map onthe ground.

He noticed that she was no longer wearing her engagement ring.

Instead, she wore a simple gold band that appeared too big for her

hand. Likely, John realized, this was the ring she was supposed to

give to Charley during the wedding ceremony. It slid and jiggled on
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her finger as she traced their path across the map, reminding John

of costume jewelry, of children playing dress-up.

"See?" she said. "Yupa."

"Beginner's luck," John said, handing her the soup potto hold.

He unlaced his boots and lay back on his elbows.

By now the sun had sunk beneath the horizon and the sky was

dark. Fireflies emerged from the grass and flitted about the plane-

landing on the wings, the fuselage, the propeller—turning the Jenny

into a blinking outline.

Helen warmed the soup over the fire. Back in Gunnison, she'd

bought some pairs of men's long johns to use as camping pajamas,

and she was wearing one set now. The knuckles of her spine were

visible through the waffled fabric and John felt a sudden urge to

trace them with his finger, the way she'd drawn the plane's path on

the map.

She looked at him out of the corner of her eye. "So, what's the

story, Mr. Barron?"

"What do you mean?"

"I mean," she said, "when did you first realize you were in love

with me? What was the moment?"

John felt his stomach tense up. He stared at her.

She laughed, causing the soup to slosh around in the pot. "Relax.

What I'm saying is, if we're going to be a flying couple, we need a

story to tell the customers. . . . So?"

John considered the question, but nothing came to mind.

"I don't know," he said. "When was it you realized I was the guy

for you?"

"Hmm." Helen dipped a finger in the soup and tasted it. "It'd

have to be," she said, "the night you first took me flying."

John waited for her to go on.

She raised her eyebrows at him. "What?" she said. "You don't
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remember? It was only six months ago. You were just back from

the war—"

"I never made it overseas," John said. "I wanted to, but the

army kept me stationed in Texas. Place called Platter. I did get to

learn to fly, though."

"Like I said, you were just home from your time in Texas. I was

still living in our hometown of Layman, Missouri. With my par-

ents." She held the pot low over the flame, moving it in a slow

circle. "I hadn't seen you in two whole years," she said. "I was so

lonely. You didn't write much—you couldn't—so I had no idea

whether or not you were coming back. I used to sit alone in my

room at night and just cry. My folks bought me a phonograph to

cheer me up. But the records always made me sadder. I used to lis-

ten to them and feel sorry for myself. Everything I heard was about

something I'd never get to do, someplace I'd never see with you."

She put the pot on the ground to cool. "The night you came

back, I remember, I had on that record 'My Dark Star.' About the

guy and girl who're separated. And they wish on the same star? It's

such a sappy one, but it really got to me. I kept listening to it over

and over. And then, out of nowhere, I heard a knock on my win-

dow. I didn't even know you were back yet.

"You had this airplane with you, too. It was parked right out in

my parents' yard. I could see it from my window, gleaming in the

moonlight. ... I almost screamed, I was so happy. But you didn't

say anything to me. Didn't even say hello. You put your finger to

your lips, to tell me to keep quiet? And then you took my hand and

we went out the bedroom window and climbed down the rain gutter

together. You flew me all around town. Past the water tower. Down

over the rooftops. I still remember the weather vanes spinning be-

hind us, because you flew so low."

Helen fell silent.
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"Wow," John said. "I'm a romantic guy."

"You can be . When you try.

"

John took two spoons from his pocket and handed one to her.

"Oh, I'm always trying."

"That's the problem, actually," Helen said, taking a spoon from

him. "Lately you've been a little too romantic."

"Do tell."

"Oh, I don't know," Helen said, spooning soup into her mouth.

"It's just that, these last few weeks, it's been a bit much. With all the

lovey-dovey stuff, I mean. The kisses and the hugs and the con-

stant Iloveyous."

John took a swallow of soup. "You're saying I'm smotheringyou."

"A little. It's like every second:
f

Oh, Helen, I just love you so

much. I mean, you're so beautiful and smart and funny and—'
"

"I'll try to rein it in."

"That's all I ask," Helen said, tipping the pot for him so he could

get at the heavier noodles. "Too much romance just scares a girl off

sometimes."

"You know," said John, "you're a pretty good actress, Helen."

Her face broke into a wide grin. "You think so?"

Though it was hard to tell in the dim firelight, John thought he

saw a blush rise on her cheeks. My blushing bride, he thought.

"I half believed you myself," he said.

"I used to take lessons, when I was a girl," she said.

He offered her the last of the soup, but she shook her head.

"I wouldn't have thought they had acting classes in a cow town

like Bunting," he said.

"Where?"

He finished drinking the final bit of soup. "Back in Bunting,

Kansas," he said.

"I'm sorry," Helen said, grabbing the pot from him. "I've never
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been to Kansas. I'm from Layman, Missouri. Born and raised. " Then

she headed down to the river to clean up for bed.

The next morning they woke to find that the weather had turned on

them. The winds had picked up; dark storm clouds crowded the

sky. They tried to fly farther south, but the going was difficult. One

rattling jump after another. John would take the plane up through

the cloud cover to see if the air above was calm, find out the atmo-

sphere was all roiling turbulence, and have to come back down.

He'd land in a field, wet and chilled, wait a while, and then try again.

It wasn't fun, but through the whole ordeal Helen never questioned

him, never complained. She never got scared either—never seemed

to, at least. Even when the plane hit wind swells that nearly tipped

them out into the sky, she just put her hand on the rim of the cock-

pit to steady herself and waited, trusting that soon enough, John

would set things right again.

She was a strange bird, he thought, studying the back of her

head. The interlacing weave of her braid. The small white cups of

her ears. He liked her, though. He could tell already. She was intel-

ligent and funny, with opinions on everything under the sun. When-

ever they landed to gas up, she started in: Charlie Chaplin was the

best actor in Hollywood; didn't John think so? Prohibition was one

of the stupidest ideas in history. In a hundred years, the country

would have at least eighty states to it. Maybe even a hundred.

Around one in the afternoon, the weather finally cleared, and

they made a hurried push south. Helen used the map to help guide

them, and John quickly discovered that she had a keen eye for nav-

igation; she often spotted subtle natural markers in the landscape

before he did. A dried riverbed. An overgrown cattle path. A road

sign, bleached white by the sun.
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By three o'clock they were into Oklahoma. By four they were

less than a hundred miles from the town of Mooney, their destina-

tion. The only trouble they had came when the plane's radiator cap

snapped off at six hundred feet up. Exposed to the open air, John

knew, the radiator fluid wouldn't be able to cool the engine, and

the plane would be in danger of overheating and stalling out. There

was no way to reach the cap from the cockpit, though. To reseal it,

he'd have to climb out on the wing—a maneuver he'd managed

in the past, but hated to perform. The wing doping was slippery,

and the slipstream was tricky; the current could shift violently

behind the propeller.

Helen's face went pale when he told her what he was about to

do. "What are you talking about?" she screamed. "Who's going to fly

the plane?"

"Just hold the controls as tight as you can!" he yelled, already

standing up in the back cockpit. "ThisTl take less than thirty sec-

onds!"

The stunt went smoothly; Helen held the levers dead -steady

while John slipped out onto the wing and screwed the cap onto the

radiator nozzle. As he was climbing back into the cockpit, he gave

Helen the thumbs-up, but she stayed frozen in position, gripping

the controls, apparently afraid to let go. Her brown eyes looked

huge to him, magnified behind her goggles.

They reached Mooney around seven o'clock, too late in the day

to start barnstorming. John landed the plane in a scrub field just

outside town. He figured they could relax that night, then go charg-

ing into Mooney early in the morning. Get in a full day of show-

boating. Besides, it was a Friday night. No better time to barnstorm

than a bright weekend morning.

They set up camp beside a small pond, cooking a can of tomato

soup for dinner. By the time they were done eating, the sky was dark.
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"What did it feel like out there today?" Helen said as she laid

her blanket beneath the starboard wing.

"What did what feel like?" John asked. He was already wrapped

in his blanket on the port side of the plane.

"What does it feel like to be out on the wing like that?"

John laced his fingers behind his head. The night sky was clear,

the stars brilliant. The full moon sat low on the horizon, like a dime

balanced on its edge. "It was cold," he said. "The wind's strong out

there."

"But what did it feel like?" Helen said, lying down. "Out there

all alone? So high up?"

"I don't know, Helen. It felt like being out on the wing."

"Would you teach me how to do it?
"

John glanced over to see if Helen was kidding, but she was just a

shape in the darkness.

"What's to teach?" he said. "You just climb out. There's nothing

special about it."

"So can I try tomorrow?"

John laughed. "No."

"Why not, if there's nothing special about it?"

"Because," he said. "There's no reason for you to go out there.

The cap is fixed. Plus, it's dangerous. You could get blown off. I had

trouble holding on myself today."

"Just for a minute. I won't even let go of the cockpit rim."

"Forget it."

Helen sighed and lay back down. "What a mean husband I've

got."

"I thought that was howyou liked them."

"I said I didn't like it when my man gets too romantic on me. I

didn't say I wanted him mean."

"Go to sleep."
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"Do you think we'll get a crowd tomorrow? The town seemed

pretty big on the map."

"Go to sleep."

"I could see the cemetery from the air, too, right before we

landed. And it looked huge."

"Go to sleep."

"The stars are too bright. I can't."

Less than a minute later, though, Helen was asleep.

John lay awake beneath his wing for a long time . He stared up at

the night sky, trying to let its twinkling clockwork lull him to sleep.

But Helen's mention of the Mooney cemetery had reminded him

that tomorrow was Saturday; in the morning, Rollie would visit the

Williamsburg Cemetery, where John's mother was buried. He made

the excursion every week of the year, no matter the weather. He al-

ways went early, just after dawn, when the grounds were still empty

and glistening wet, crows roosting on the gravestones. John had

accompanied him on many occasions, but June, John's mother,

had died giving birth to him; he had not known her, and standing

with his father before the small bronze plate in the grass, he always

ended up feeling strangely excluded, his presence an intrusion.

John pulled the blanket around his shoulders. Down in the

pond the fish were busy feeding, leaping from the water, snapping

caddis and mayflies from the air. He closed his eyes and listened to

them as they broke the surface, gasping, then splashed back down.

As a young boy he'd often fantasized about a world in which death

affected people the way it did fish: where, instead of dropping to

the ground, a dying person would suddenly begin to float, lifting

from the earth, drifting higher and higher. He had not thought about

the notion in years, but it came back to him now as he lay beneath

the wing of his plane, and he fell asleep picturing a sky full of float-

ing bodies, men and women rising toward the clouds.
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John woke the next morning to find Helen standing over him in a

blue satin dress.

"Well," she said. "What do you think?"

"What time is it?" he said, rubbing his eyes.

"It's six. The sun's just coming up. So? What do you think?" She

planted her hands on her hips and turned a full circle.

He yawned. "Ballroom open early today?"

Helen dropped her arms to her sides. "It's called showman-

ship, thanks."

"Whe r
e

'd you get it ?
"

"You don't think this makes for a good costume? Sort of a

'lovely lady of the skies' thing?"

John sat up. The dress was sky blue with a white silk flower

pinned to the belt, and Helen looked very beautiful in it.

"It's nice," he said.

"Nice?"

"Pretty."

Helen curtsied. "Why, thankyou kindly, Mr. Barron. I bought it

back in Gunnison, with some of the money I got for my bridely

duds."

John stood up and stretched, his muscles sore from lack of

sleep . "You sold your wedding dress?
"

"Sure. It hurt like hell to wear. Charley's mother was the one

who picked it out, not me. Made me bleed beneath the arms. Will

you fasten this for me?" She turned around and held up her hair,

revealing the smooth plane of her back, crossed at the center by the

lace webbing of her brassiere . The sight sent a slight tingle through

John, and as he began fastening the dress's hooks, he realized that

this was likely the first time he'd ever seen a girl's full back exposed

to daylight. All of his romantic experiences had taken place at
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night, under the added darkness of secrecy. Hurried trysts in clos-

ets and barns and the back of cars. All whispers and fumbling.

"You have a mole on your lower back," John said, working his

way up the hooks, "that's shaped like a peanut."

"I suppose that's good to know."

"I thought so."

A loose strand of hair dropped through Helen's fingers, falling

to the nape of her neck.

"I haven't thanked you yet," she said. "Have I?"

John paused. "Thanked me?"

"For taking me with you." She turned her head slightly, eyeing

him over her shoulder.

He went back to fastening the dress. "I didn't have a choice, re-

member?"

'Tou did, though," she said. "You could have just taken offyour-

self."

"All done," John said, clasping the final hook.

She turned to face him, releasing her hair, allowing it to fall down

her back. The first sunlight was in her eyes, making them sparkle.

"You could have left me in Kansas. With Charley," she said. "But you

didn't."

John stepped away. "Who's this Charleyyou keep talking about?"

he said, pulling his pants up over his long johns. "I don't know

any Charleys. Never have." He stepped into his boots. "Now come

on, before some other husband-and-wife flying team beats us to

Mooney."

Helen leaned in and gave him a kiss on the cheek. "Yes, dear."

They made a strong buzz over Mooney. John took the plane all the

way up to eight hundred feet before dropping into a steep dive. By
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the time they leveled out over the town's eastern edge, they were

traveling at nearly eighty miles an hour, so fast the Jenny's bracing

wires began to vibrate and hum.

John gave the tail some drag as they came shrieking past the

town limits. Clapboard shacks gave way to neat rows of plain brick

homes and then to storefronts, early sunlight flashing across their

display windows, and then the town began to thin out again, to re-

cede, the buildings shrinking, walls changing back to wood and

then to tin and soon John and Helen were crossing out of Mooney

altogether.

"What do you think?" yelled Helen.

"Can't tell yet! See on the second go-round!"

John waited until he and Helen were a few miles out of town,

flying over the neighboring farmland, before bringing the plane

back around. As they neared Mooney again, John let up on the gas,

dropping the plane to forty miles an hour. The purpose of a first

buzz was to draw people outside, but the point of the second was to

reel them in: give them time to gawk and point and read the letter-

ing on the wings. Slow and low to get the dough, he thought, and al-

ready he could see the residents of Mooney pouring into the

streets, shouting and waving at the Jenny.

"Got a full house today! " Helen shouted from the front cockpit.

John motioned to his chin. "Your strap's undone!"

Helen felt around beneath her jaw until she found the dangling

ends. "Thanks!" she said, retying her leather helmet. "Well! I guess

this is my stop!"

Then, before John could say anything, she took hold of the

bracing wires and hoisted herself out of the cockpit.

John gripped the levers. "What are you doing?" he screamed.

"Get back in here! Helen!"

But she was already maneuvering her legs over the cockpit's rim.
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John grabbed for her arm, but there was no way to reach without

letting go of the controls. Furious, he sat back down and watched,

helplessly, as she lowered herself onto the wing. Once she'd found

her footing, she crouched down beside the fuselage and braced

against the wind.

"Here! Hold onto the mooring!" John yelled, pointing to a small

loop of rope at the wing's base.

Helen crawled toward him, the wind blowing her dress around

her head. As she grabbed hold of the mooring, John seized her

shoulder strap.

"Get into the cockpit!" He tried to pull her up, but her hold on

the mooring was too strong. He could feel the satin about to rip in

his fist.

"Just fly the plane!" she said, trying to shake him off. "I'm fine!"

"The slipstream's too strong! You'll fall! " John yelled. He thought

about grabbing her by the hair, dragging her up into the cockpit

with him.

"You've got bigger problems!" she said, gesturing forward with

her chin.

John glanced up: the town's telephone cables loomed dead

ahead. He let go of Helen for only a second, to give a quick pull on

the elevator, jerking the plane into an incline, but by the time he

turned back to her, she was already halfway to the wing's tip. The

wind tore at her dress and her hair, but she moved quickly, sliding

her boots across the inward struts, working hand over hand along

the bracing wires. Soon enough she was at the very end of the wing,

wrapping her arms around the outer posts to secure herself.

John checked the crowd. Main Street was filled with spectators;

men and women were already rushing down the sidewalks in the

direction of the Jenny, stumbling, tripping over one another, every-

one screaming and pointing at Helen.
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John saw that she was arranging herself in some sort of theatri-

cal pose now: extending her arms, leaning all the way back over the

wing's edge. She closed her eyes.

"Hang on!" he yelled. "I'm going to slow us up!"

Helen nodded, but stayed frozen in position.

John decelerated to thirty-five miles an hour, minimum flight

speed. As the plane passed over the bulk of the crowd, Helen tossed

her head back, letting her hair stream out from beneath her pilot's

helmet. Even through the engine noise, John could hear the cheers.

Faces, frightened and amazed, rushed by in a blur. Hands whizzed

past, straining open, reaching for her. John tried to imagine the

scene from the ground, tried to picture himself suddenly looking

up and seeing a pretty girl soar past on the wing of a plane. He'd ad-

mit it: she did make a sight out there. Posing like awoman standing

on a cresting swing. Her hair billowing out, the satin dress trem-

bling against her body. He put pressure on the rudder, dipping to

starboard slightly so that the last of the audience might get a better

view of Helen.

The entire population of Mooney appeared to be rushing after

the plane as it crossed out oftown—a crowd of at least four hundred

people. John could see an actual dust cloud rising behind the

throng.

"I want to live my whole life out here!" Helen yelled from the

wing's tip. She had one arm wrapped around the post; the other she

held out in the open air.

"Well, you can't! " John said. "I'm landing. Get in!

"

Reluctantly, Helen began making her way back toward the cock-

pit, slipping between the bracing wires, hopping from strut to

strut. Again John was impressed with how smoothly she moved.

When she reached the fuselage, she grabbed hold of the rim and

pulled herself up.
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"Hey! Look at the crowd! " she said, pausing with one leg in the

cockpit.

John banked hard, spilling Helen into her seat.

Mr. and Mrs. John Barron were Mooney's guests of honor that

night. The mayor treated them to a private dinner at Bungay's, the

town's nicest steakhouse. Then they were handed free passes to

the new movie theater, where, along with a packed audience, they

watched the new Fatty Arbuckle tickler. Afterward, the crowd led

them to a pub off Main Street, a warm, charming establishment

with cherry-wood floors and a long zinc bar. The pub's owner sat

John and Helen at his best booth, located beneath a small stained

glass window depicting his family's coat of arms. He was a gregari-

ous man, and as the three of them drank, he peppered John and

Helen with questions about their travels. How many states had they

visited so far? Had they ever crashed?

Helen glowed in his company: every answer she gave became a

story; every story a performance. Again and again she tried to in-

volve John in the conversation, deferring to him, asking him to

confirm details, but John couldn't muster the energy. He knew he

should be enjoying himself—here he was, the toast of the town—but

instead he found the whole scene strangely irritating. Everything

Helen said made the pub owner double over with laughter, slap-

ping the table, wiping his eyes. The conversation kept lurching

forward without John noticing. Whenever he looked down, a new

round of drinks sat foaming on the table.

"I think it's because I studied dance for so long," Helen was

saying. "I was part of a troupe back in Missouri."

"A ballet troupe?" the pub owner said.

"No. Modern style. We went around teaching people how to do
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all the newest fads. The turkey trot, the grizzly bear. The Charleston.

At first we just performed in Missouri, but soon people started

hearing about us and we ended up going all over the country. There

were twelve of us. We drove around in a bus. Once we even made it

to New York. We got to perform in front of the Statue of Liberty.

This wasn't just us, though. It was a big showcase. There were troupes

of girls everywhere from all over."

"Let me guess," the pub owner said. "That's howyou met John?

Dancing?
"

Helen laughed. "Us? No." She turned to John. "Do you want to

tell him? How we met?"

John took a sip of his beer. "I crashed into her wedding," he

said. "She was about to marry another man."

"You what?" said the pub owner, waiting to burst into hysterics.

Helen opened her mouth, but said nothing.

"I'm just kidding," John said. "We grew up together. We've

known each other forever."

A small jug band set up beside the bar began to play a rendition

of J. P. Brakeman's "Hillbilly Delight."

"These guys are magical," the owner said, excusing himself to

dance with his wife. "Please. Enjoy. I'll be back."

Once he was gone, John and Helen fell silent. For a long time

they sat watching couples dance. The music was lively, and the wood

floor shook with the stomp and tap of boots.

"So, Mr. Barron," Helen said, "will you at least treat me to a

dance?"

"Too tired." He took a sip from his glass. "Go ahead. There are

ladies dancing together in the back.

"

Helen put her hand over his. "John, I didn't mean to upset—"

"I don't want to talk about it," he said.

Helen waited for him to say more.
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"I'm fine, Helen. Really. Go dance." He moved her hand off his.

She sighed and got up from the booth.

The day had been busy; all morning and afternoon John had

given rides and taken photographs beside the plane. He'd had no

chance to speak to Helen privately about what had happened in the

air that morning. By now, though, he was sick to death of thinking

about it. He'd replayed the incident in his mind hundreds of times

already, in the plane, at dinner, during the movie? he couldn't help

conjuring it up: even now he could see the scene, see Helen pulling

herself up out of the front cockpit, arms shaking, see himself

reaching for her, grabbing nothing. He finished the last of his beer.

The notion of discussing things at this point only made him angry.

Besides, he thought, there was nothing to discuss. She'd

gone out on the wing. The crowd had loved it. Story over. Yes, he

wished that she'd talked the idea over with him beforehand; be-

cause no, he didn't like surprises thrown at him in the middle of a

performance—who would? But what purpose would squabbling with

Helen serve? Why should he care that she'd gone for a stroll on the

wing? What did it matter to him? In the end, Helen's wing-walking

had given him the best day in his barnstorming career. They'd

made over sixty dollars together. In less than seven hours. Enough

money to take a whole week off, fly around the South, do some

sight-seeing. In fact, he realized, he should be thanking Helen.

He should be marching up to her and scooping her off the dance

floor.

And yet he didn't feel like thanking Helen at all. Watching her

dance, twirling from hand to hand at the other end of the room, he

felt like ditching her for good.

He laid a quarter on the table for the beer and got up. As he

crossed the room, he realized that he wasn't entirely sober, and

he ran a hand along the wall to steady himself.
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At the door, the barmaid approached him. 'Tour money, Mr.

Barron," she said, handing him back his quarter.

The night was cool for summer, and the breeze felt good on

John's skin as he made his way through the dirt streets. The house

he and Helen had been invited to stay at for the night was located

on a farm at Mooney's western edge. The owners were two identical

brothers, pecan farmers and amateur aviation enthusiasts who'd

each taken three rides with John that afternoon. As he neared the

end of Main Street, John spotted the property? the brothers had

left a lantern hanging above the door of their barn so that he and

Helen might find the house in the thick darkness beyond the

town's commercial district.

John unlatched the wooden fence and crossed into the broth-

ers' orchard. The pecan trees stood in tight rows; the tips of their

branches crossed in places, knitting together a loose maze of arch-

ways and tunnels that stretched toward the house. Stumbling, John

made his way across the orchard. The ground was soft and damp

and fallen pods lay scattered in clumps. He fell twice before reach-

ing the house, dirtying the knees of his pants.

Inside, John headed to the kitchen to wash up. On the counter

he found a freshly baked pecan pie with a note beside it. He picked

up the paper, squinting through the darkness.

For Mr. and Mrs. Barron. A token ofthanks.

John opened a drawer and removed a fork. He scooped a ragged

chunk from the pie and stuffed it into his mouth. The texture was

perfect, crunchy and thick with maple butter, but the taste was too

sweet. John could barely get the bite down without feeling sick.

When he went to the sink for water, he noticed a phone standing on

a table by the window. He headed over and picked up.
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A girl's voice came on the line. "Operator."

"Which operator?"

The girl paused. "Fourteen?" she said.

"No . What ' s your name?"

"Why do you want to know?"

"I was just trying to be friendly. I thought you might be tired of

being treated like a nobody all day. Operator this, operator that,

connect me to wherever. Forget it, though."

The line was silent.

"My name's Patricia," said the girl.

"Patricia. That's beautiful. See? Now I'm picturing a beautiful

girl, sitting at a switchboard somewhere, pretty brown hair—"

"Blond."

"Pretty blond hair. Big green eyes.

"

"You sure lay it on thick."

"Is it working?"

"Keep going a minute and I'll tell you."

But then there was a rustling on the line. John heard a man talk-

ing in the background, and when Patricia came back on, her voice

was flat.

"Connection?" she said.

John gave her the number.

The phone rang eight times before Rollie picked up.

"Hello?" he said, sounding hoarse and sleepy.

"Guess," said John.

"Who is this?"

"It's John. Your son."

"John? What time is it?"

"It's only eleven o'clock. Snap out of it and guess."

Rollie coughed. "I don't know. Missouri."

"South."
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"Kansas."

"Kansas is west. I'm in Oklahoma. It's beautiful. I'm calling to

tell you to tell Dale Morton to go fuck himself.

"

"Tell who what?"

"Tell Dale Morton not to keep a job for me at Sweet Fizz. I'm not

coming back."

'Til tell him, if you want, John. But let's talk about this some

other time, okay? It's too late for me right now."

"Too late," John said. "Right."

"Be careful," said Rollie. Then the line rattled and went dead.

John replaced the receiver. He considered heading to bed, but

decided instead to go out to the barn and check on the plane.

Most farmers didn't like John parking the Jenny inside their

barns; the engine dripped oil, the tires left tracks. At best they al-

lowed him to station the Jenny beside or behind their barns, to af-

ford at least a bit of shelter from the elements. But the Calbraith

brothers had insisted John use their barn to house the plane.

They'd even cleared out some of the pecan barrels to make extra

room.

John took the lantern down and slid open the barn door. As

he stepped inside, the odor of the plane hit him: a rich mixture of

petrol, doping varnish, and old leather. The scent warmed him,

and he felt a sudden, deep affection for his Jenny. How beautiful

she looked too, standing beneath the rafters at the back of the

barn, her linen wings shining pale gold in the lantern light. John

thought back to the very first time she'd taken him up, during his

orientation at Fort Hawley: how frightened he'd been, clutching

the cockpit rim, teeth clenched, as his flight instructor lifted off.

He'd experienced a kind of primal, childlike terror, watching the

Texas grassland fall away beneath the wheels. But then a transfor-

mation had occurred, and his terror had changed to pounding ex-
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hilaration, and, finally, delight. Because now, for the first time in

his life, he felt entirely apart. He could see the horizon in all direc-

tions: see it as it was, a brilliant white ring encircling the world. A
string had been broken—that was the sensation—and John could

feel himself drifting higher, released.

"You cutting out on me?" said Helen.

John turned to find her standing in the doorway. "No," he said.

"Just parried out."

Helen slid the barn door closed. "And here I thought you were

Mr. Party," she said. "There were at least a couple oftelephone ladies

at the pub, you know."

"Ha-ha."

She walked over to him, kicking a stray pecan ahead of her.

"Someone's in a bad mood."

"I'm not in a bad mood. I just don't like surprises. That's all."

"So," Helen said, resting a hand on the propeller blade, "what

was the surprise?"

John squinted at her, confused.

"Was it all the money we made? " she said. "The people taking us

out afterward? What?"

"The wing-walking, Helen. You shouldn't have gone out on the

wing without talking to me about it first."

"The wing-walking," she said, nodding. "You're right. That

wasn't polite of me."

"Polite? You could have fallen off and gotten killed."

"True," she said. "But that'd be my problem, wouldn't it? I mean,

you could just go on barnstorming. Get yourself a new girl. A new

Mrs. Barron."

John pushed past her, heading for the door. "We're a team. You

should have talked to me. That's why I'm angry."

"Wait," Helen said.
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John yanked the door back.

"John!"

He stopped, the door open before him. "What?"

"No more surprises after today," Helen said. "I promise. I'll

ask you first about everything."

"Fine. Done. I'm going to bed."

"Not yet," Helen said.

"Helen . .

."

"I want to ask you something."

John sighed and leaned against the door frame.

"Do you think I'm a coward?" Helen spun the propeller blade.

"What are you talking about?"

"A coward," she said. "Do you think I'm a coward?"

"Of course I don't."

"Well," Helen said, spinning the blade again, harder this time,

"I am."

John walked over to her. "You're not a coward, Helen."

Helen nodded and continued smacking the propeller through

its rotation. With each slap the blade twirled faster, until John

caught it.

"You walked out on the wing of a plane today. I think that quali-

fies as brave."

"No, it doesn't."

"Yes. It does." He bent his knees, trying to look her in the eye,

but she wouldn't let him. "Helen, you're the bravest person I know."

"Don't say that!" Her voice echoed through the dark barn. She

tried to push him away, but he caught her wrists. "Listen to me. I'm

tellingyou," she said, struggling against him. "I'mtellingyou . .

."

John pulled her to him and kissed her. He could taste salt on

her lips, and beneath that, the warm sweetness of her mouth.
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She broke from him. "Stop!"

"I was so scared today, Helen," he said. "I was terrified."

"Don't, John." she said.

He kissed her again. She struggled against him, trying to tear

free, but he held on to her, and then, suddenly, she was kissing him

back, her body pressing into his, her hands fastening behind his

neck. He wanted her so badly; he couldn't touch enough of her at

once. He moved her back toward the plane, then got his blanket

from storage and laid it beneath the wing. Her eyes wet, she took

his hand and pulled him down with her.

Afterward, they lay curled together beneath the starboard wing.

John lit the lantern, and the two ofthem watched it burn, the flame

sending a thin stream of vapor up toward the rafters.

Helen stuck one foot out from under the blanket and warmed

her toes by the lantern glass. "So, where are we off to next?"

"Wherever we want." He kissed the top of her head. "We could

head west. Take a vacation together."

"Could we go to California?" Helen said, yawning.

A bat darted down from the loft, then disappeared again.

"Why not? We could both use tans," John said.

Helen pulled his arms tighter around her. "You know, I've never

seen an ocean," she said. "Not in my whole life."

Moments later she was asleep. John felt her ribs slowly expand-

ing and contracting beneath his hands, and the sensation warmed

him. He decided that early in the morning, before Helen woke,

he'd sneak out to the main house and borrow some paint from the

brothers. Then he'd creep back into the barn and—with Helen still

asleep—he'd lie down beneath the port wing and paint her name
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across the linen surface. He imagined the lettering, bold but e

gant, black against the cream-white wing: helen barron: the f

ing bride! ! ! He pictured himself a bystander to his own show, a n

on the ground, shading his eyes, watching the approach of the Jen

He felt the thrill of first reading those words printed on the bott

of the wing, then of seeing Helen standing above them, the m
attraction, a pretty girl in a blue dress, head thrown back, the w:

in her hair as she passed overhead.

In the morning, though, she was gone, along with her valise i

John's map of the 1919 United States. He searched the hou

questioning the Calbraith brothers; he combed the town of Moor

the stores and restaurants, the hotels. She was really gone. But t

night, he could pull Helen close to him, cupping his body to he

She let out a little moan, and he kissed her bare shoulder.


