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			A stunning story about the Women Airforce Service Pilots, whose courage during World War II turned ordinary women into extraordinary heroes

			1941. Audrey Coltrane has always wanted to fly. It’s why she implored her father to teach her at the little airfield back home in Texas. It’s why she signed up to train military pilots in Hawaii when the war in Europe began. And it’s why she insists she is not interested in any dream-derailing romantic involvements, even with the disarming Lieutenant James Hart, who fast becomes a friend as treasured as the women she flies with. Then one fateful day, she gets caught in the air over Pearl Harbor just as the bombs begin to fall, and suddenly, nowhere feels safe.

			To make everything she’s lost count for something, Audrey joins the Women Airforce Service Pilots program. The bonds she forms with her fellow pilots reignite a spark of hope in the face war, and—especially when James goes missing in action—give Audrey the strength to cross the front lines and fight for everything she holds dear.

			Shining a light on a little-known piece of history, The Flight Girls is a sweeping portrayal of women’s fearlessness in the face of adversity, and the power of friendship to make us soar.

		
	
		
			Advance praise for The Flight Girls

			“Unforgettable and beautifully written. Salazar masterfully weaves a story of female strength and friendship with an emotionally resonant epic love story. I could not put this book down!”

			—Jillian Cantor, author of The Lost Letter and In Another Time 

			“Noelle Salazar has created a character for the ages. Through Audrey, Salazar brings to life the stories of so many others who joined the WASP program and whose tales have been lost to history. A fascinating, captivating and triumphant read.”

			—Roseanne Montillo, author of The Wilderness of Ruin and Atomic Women 

			“Salazar’s writing is lively and fresh, as we ride shotgun with a cast of memorable characters, an epic love story, and a powerful tale of courage and sacrifice by the Women Airforce Service Pilots during WWII. A spectacular first novel.”

			—Sara Ackerman, author of The Lieutenant’s Nurse

		
	
		
			Noelle Salazar was born and raised in the Pacific Northwest, where she’s been a Navy recruit, a medical assistant, an NFL cheerleader and always a storyteller. When she’s not writing, she can be found dodging raindrops and daydreaming about her next book. Noelle lives in Bothell, Washington, with her husband and two children. The Flight Girls is her first novel.
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			This is not a time when women should be patient. We are in a war and we need to fight it with all our ability and every weapon possible. Women pilots, in this particular case, are a weapon waiting to be used.

			—Eleanor Roosevelt

		
	
		
			

			My father once said, when my mother was pregnant with me, it felt like I was fluttering inside. “Like a tiny bird, trapped in its egg, straining to be free.” And as soon as I could walk I was running, arms outstretched like little wings.

			He always said I was more bird than girl, flitting about, leaping without looking, never afraid of the fall.

			Trusting my wings would carry me...

		
	
		
			PART ONE

			OCTOBER 1941

		
	
		
			Chapter One

			Oahu

			The surf swirled and frothed around my ankles as the sweet Hawaiian trade winds whispered through palm trees, carrying the scent of coconut oil across the sand to where I stood staring at the skyline.

			“Audrey!”

			I glanced over my shoulder to the three women sitting on a large blanket whisked from someone’s bed this morning as we hurried out the door, hoping to arrive at Sunset Beach early enough to find a parking spot. The impending winter waves were bringing more and more surfers out, crowding my favorite beach and making it impossible to have a moment of solitude. As we’d feared, the lot was near capacity with army jeeps, woodie station wagons and Ford Coupes teeming with boards in every color and other assorted beach gear.

			“Yes?” I shouted back.

			Ruby, Catherine and Jean lay in different levels of repose, their skin gleaming in the late morning sun.

			“You planning on standing there all day?” Ruby asked, adjusting the top of the new fire-engine red two-piece bathing suit Catherine had accused her of purchasing a size too small, the top straining to cover her bosom.

			“Maybe.”

			“Well then, move this way a tick. I could use a little shade.”

			“Her wisp of a shadow ain’t gonna help you much,” Jean said, pulling off a wide-brim straw hat and fanning her face while fluffing the thick blond curls matted to her scalp with her other hand.

			Catherine, resplendent in a white halter-style suit with a ruffle at the hem, flipped from her front to her back and sat up. “I’ve an entire lake between my breasts,” she said, making two men strolling by take pause. She bestowed a coquettish grin on them and ran a manicured hand up and down one long leg. The kitten, always grooming, fussing, touching.

			As I turned back to the water, I paused, my gaze hesitating on a man lying on his side thirty yards away. He looked up from his book and our eyes met.

			Lieutenant Hart.

			I sucked in a breath and turned away. For reasons I couldn’t ascertain, the commanding officer of airmen recruits at Wheeler Army Airfield, and my boss’s superior, unsettled me. Not in a fearful way. No, it was something else. Something quieter. Compelling. A fluttering that had nestled low in my belly the first morning we’d met on the tarmac four months ago and wouldn’t settle. Try as I might, thoughts of him permeated my mind even when I wasn’t training new pilots with him right under my nose. That he was often where we were on our days off didn’t help.

			The roar of the waves drowned out the sound of my heartbeat as they swelled, crashed and lapped onto the shore around me, calming my nerves and bringing me back to my reason for standing there.

			Per the calendar tacked to the wall outside the break room of the training hangar, I’d seen that a couple planes were scheduled to be parked at Haleiwa airstrip fifteen minutes south of where we were and, knowing their route would take them up through the middle of the island before looping around and down, I wanted a front-row seat as they flew past.

			“What time is it?” I called over my shoulder.

			“Eleven thirty-six,” Jean said. “Maybe they ain’t coming after all.”

			I peered north, listening for the sound of an incoming motor, but nothing could be heard over the chatter of beachgoers, the thud of a ball being hit in a game of volleyball nearby and Jimmy Dorsey’s “Green Eyes” playing on the radio of a car.

			I sighed and raised a hand to shield my eyes from the sun, scanning the horizon to the north. Something bumped my leg and I glanced down at a vacant white-and-blue surfboard.

			“Sorry about that, cutie,” a male voice said, pulling the board out of the water with ease and tucking it under his arm.

			“It’s fine,” I murmured, waving my hand as though shooing a fly.

			“What’s so interesting out there that’s got a sweet thing like you so fascinated?” he asked, moving in, his arm brushing mine.

			I straightened all of my five feet six inches, crossed my arms over my chest and took a step away before looking up at Mr. All-American. His blond hair still had the tracks from the comb he’d pushed through it, and his well-built chest puffed with self-importance. His audacity to both crowd and touch me without approval attested he was everything I couldn’t stand about the male species. Most of them anyway.

			My eyes flicked to the lieutenant and saw he was on his feet, the book in his hand forgotten as he peered at the Adonis beside me.

			I looked back up at the blond and he winked and grinned. The sun glinted off his teeth as he unabashedly took in everything from my wet hair to my modest navy one-piece. I blanched and took another step back.

			“You bothering my friend, Eddie?”

			Ruby stood behind us, hands on her hips, the sun lighting up her auburn hair like fire.

			“Well, Miss Ruby Carmichael.” He turned his gleaming smile on my roommate. “How are you this fine afternoon? You still spending time with that man Travis?”

			Ruby giggled and I sighed. She had the worst taste in men. They were always oversize in ego and undersized in brain.

			“Oh, that was ages ago,” she said. “I can’t believe you even remember.”

			“How can I forget when the sweetest gal I’ve ever had the pleasure of meeting is seeing someone who isn’t me?” he asked, his eyes glued to her chest. “But no more, you say?”

			“No more,” she said in a breathy voice.

			“Well then, can I interest you in a walk on the beach?”

			“Don’t mind if I do.”

			Had I been interested, I’d have been offended at how I’d been not only ignored, but completely forgotten. As it was, I was relieved.

			I looked over at the lieutenant, who held my gaze for a moment before giving me a small smile and shaking his head. He tossed his book onto his towel, waded into the water and dove out of sight. He surfaced several feet away and began swimming, his strong, measured strokes pushing him out to sea.

			“Was Eddie giving you a hard time?”

			I jumped as Jean materialized beside me. She stared down the beach, narrowing her brown eyes behind the peach-framed sunglasses that sat perched on the end of her upturned nose.

			“I think he was going to try, but then he got distracted,” I said.

			Jean snorted.

			“That Eddie is doll dizzy,” came another voice. I turned to see Jean’s friend Claire, a nurse we’d met our second day on the island, when Ruby thought she’d broken her wrist. Her eyes followed Ruby and Eddie, her pale lips pursed in disapproval, her frumpy pink sundress damp with perspiration.

			“Ruby can handle him,” Jean said. “She goes through men like Catherine does false lashes. She dumped poor Travis yesterday after only seeing him for two weeks.”

			“If that,” I said.

			“Sounds like a match made in heaven then,” Claire said.

			“Well,” Jean said, nudging me with her elbow, “you may have lost out on Eddie, but you sure have our dear lieutenant’s attention. He looked ready to defend your honor.”

			“Oh, he did not,” I said, shaking my head.

			“Mmm-hmm.” She grinned and Claire nodded.

			“Couldn’t take his eyes off you,” she said.

			“I’m sure he was just concerned for the safety of one of his employees.”

			“Right.” Jean smirked. “I’m sure that was it. Doesn’t explain all the other times we’ve caught him staring at you though.”

			The two women tittered as I turned back to the horizon once more.

			“He swam that way.” Jean pointed and I pulled her hand down.

			“I am not looking for the lieutenant,” I said, my voice stern. “I’m looking for those damn planes that were supposed to fly in today.”

			“You girls and your planes,” Claire said. “I don’t understand it. They’re so—”

			“Shh!” I waved for her to stop talking.

			The sound was faint, like static, but growing quickly into a hum.

			My body tingled with anticipation. The air began to rumble with the vibration of the incoming engines and people on the beach stopped what they were doing, sitting up, the game of volleyball halting, surfers sitting on their boards, all eyes rising to the sky.

			I grabbed Jean’s hand as two Curtiss P-40 Warhawks roared toward us, the noses of their fuselages painted like shark faces, their wicked white teeth flashing as they flew past.

			“Woo!” Jean shouted, waving at them.

			“Gorgeous,” I whispered.

			“Too loud!” Claire yelled, her hands over her ears as she cowered behind us. “Golly, you gals are nuts for flying those things. How can you stand the noise?”

			I glanced at Jean who feigned confusion. “Noise?” she said. “What noise?”

			“My ears are gonna be ringing for the rest of the day,” Claire said.

			Jean put an arm around her friend’s shoulders. “Come on. Let’s go for a swim. Audrey? You coming?”

			I searched the sky for a moment more, but the water beckoned, bumping up against my shins like a small, insistent child wanting to play. With a last look north for more planes, I eased in up to my waist and pushed off the soft ocean floor, taking long, lazy strokes parallel to the beach and keeping an eye out for incoming surfers.

			I rolled onto my back. The waves undulated beneath me as I stared up at the bright blue sky and sighed, luxuriating in the feeling of freedom. It was all I’d ever craved, and coming to Hawaii had finally brought it to me. Far from my mother’s all-seeing eyes. From who I was expected to be. From the responsibilities that came with being born into privilege—always having to attend the party, host the brunch and dress the part of the dutiful daughter of the Coltrane fortune. My father’s accomplishments represented by the brand names on my clothing. But my mother came from old money, which added to the show. Diamond stud earrings, a tasteful gold signet ring, a string of pearls like a collar around my neck. A collar I’d strained against for twenty-two years until my father had mercifully cut me free.

			At least for now. This island was my chance to prove to my mother, and myself, that I could support myself and earn the money it would cost me to buy the only thing I’d ever wanted to own—an airfield. It had been my goal ever since I’d grown sensible enough to dream it. Ever since I’d sat at one of my mother’s many soirees and watched the women gossip over sparkling drinks while keeping their eyes on their husbands, prepared to tend to their every need, as the men talked and laughed over amber-colored drinks, never once giving mind to their wives. I didn’t want to be like the women I was being bred to emulate—I wanted to be who I was.

			My father could see it, and he encouraged it. When the opportunity arose to come to Oahu and instruct airmen recruits and earn a good wage doing it, my father not only insisted I go, but also bought my ticket, citing it a reward for my accomplishments at university.

			“She deserves a little fun before settling down, don’t you think, Gennie?” he’d asked my mother while I stood out of sight, straining to hear. “She’s worked so hard.”

			“But a year?” she’d said.

			“I seem to recall your own father sending you to Paris after you finished your schooling.”

			I’d had to bite my lip to keep from snickering. My father was always prepared for an argument. My mother often said he should have been a lawyer. But a lawyer didn’t make half as much as an oilman.

			“It’s different and you know it, Christian. I have family there. And Paris is full of culture. Hawaii is full of...beach bums. Slovenly sorts all oiled up and barely making a living.”

			“Sounds divine,” he’d said. “Sign me up.”

			She’d harrumphed and he’d laughed in response.

			“That is hardly the case,” he’d continued. “It is a vacation destination. George and Millie went last year and had a marvelous time. Don’t be such a snob. Hawaii has plenty of culture, and it would allow our Audrey to earn a living doing the thing she loves best.”

			In the end she’d given in, all her efforts to convince, sway and bribe me to stay thwarted by the one thing she couldn’t promise—freedom.

			A surfer went down a few yards away and I kicked my legs to put some distance between us, accidentally striking a passing swimmer.

			Not just any swimmer.

			“Lieutenant Hart,” I gasped, tucking in my knees and swimming backward as heat flooded my face. “I’m so sorry.”

			“It’s fine, Miss Coltrane.” His voice was low and deep, the surface of the water carrying it and making it sound as though he were closer, creating an air of intimacy in the midst of the dozen or so people frolicking nearby.

			Little rivulets of water streamed down his neck from the dark hair slicked back on his head, giving me a clear view of his eyes, which—with the sun reflecting off them—were the color of the glass 7UP bottles Ruby was always leaving around the house.

			He looked as though he might say more but then nodded and began to move away.

			“Good day,” he said, his voice once again landing softly in the shell of my ear.

			“Good day,” I whispered.

			With a sigh, I swam back to shore.

			A few hours later we packed up our belongings along with the other beachgoers, preparing to head home.

			“Come on, girls,” I said, slinging my bag over my shoulder. “Let’s go. I’m starving and I only have a couple hours until my father calls.”

			Every Sunday evening like clockwork he called. He caught me up on the news at home: what society events Mother was planning, what fella my younger sister, Evie, was torturing, and I entertained him with stories of life on the island. He particularly liked my tales about Ruby. She was like a character in a book. “What’s that Ruby up to now?” he’d ask.

			After my father and I were through talking, my mother would get on the phone, her tone unrelenting in its disapproval. She would reiterate everything my father had told me, adding in all the minute details I couldn’t care less about. If Evie was home she’d hop on after my mother, talking a mile a minute about this boy or that one. It could be exhausting, but I wouldn’t miss the phone call for the world.

			Jean, Catherine and Ruby—who’d returned from her walk with Eddie—threw their belongings into the trunk of the baby blue 1936 Ford convertible we’d all chipped in to buy when we’d arrived on the island, and then piled into the car.

			I shoved my bag in next to the others, closed the trunk and climbed into the back seat.

			“Looks like someone has an audience,” Jean murmured as she backed out of our parking spot.

			I turned to see Lieutenant Hart standing next to his car across the dirt lot, his eyes on me.

			I chewed my lip and sank down in my seat, trying to ignore my quickened heartbeat and resisting the urge to let my own gaze linger. This was not the time in my life to get distracted by a man. Even if the man was Lieutenant Hart.

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			The wind whipped past my head as my warplane cut across the sky. Above me, streaks of pink and orange stretched from one end of the horizon to the other. Below, the Pacific Ocean sparkled with light and the shadow of my aircraft.

			From the corner of my eye, I watched the silver plane keeping pace with me. I turned my attention to the array of gauges in front of me, checking each one in quick succession.

			“Ready?” I asked the blue-and-yellow Fairchild PT-19.

			She’d been sitting in the back corner of the training hangar for months, damaged during a training session last year. Bill, the old crew chief, had been fixing her up on his own time and I’d fallen in love with her at first sight. He’d let me take her up as soon as she was ready and I’d named her Roxy for her fiery attitude in the sky. Originally she’d been white with navy stripes down the sides of the fuselage, but Bill had let me pick new colors to paint her. Remembering Jenny, the little sunshine-colored plane I’d learned in so many years ago, I asked him to paint Roxy yellow with blue tips and stabilizers, and he’d delivered. She was recognizable everywhere for her bright colors, which had gotten me into a bit of trouble when Bill learned I’d been flat-hatting all over the island on my off hours. After getting grounded for a week, I stopped doing it as often. But it was hard to resist.

			The silver plane moved closer and I grinned, biding my time. The AT-6 Texan may have been the faster plane, but the PT-19’s smaller engine had its own benefits.

			It wasn’t about the plane though. It was about the pilot. And the pilot of the Texan was as green as the five-dollar bill Ruby was going to owe me when I beat her trainee in this race across the Hawaiian sky.

			We sped toward the northern tip of the island, the goal to swing around, race back and touch down at the base first. The AT-6, as expected, hit the northern tip first, flying past it, going too fast and blowing his turn.

			I laughed. Male pilots were all the same, their arrogance getting the best of them. And the trainees were sometimes the worst of all.

			As he tried to correct, making a wide arc around, I pulled the throttle back toward my stomach.

			The little plane slowed for a moment above Oahu’s beauty before I gave it full throttle, using the rudder to roll as fast as possible. I idled and applied full opposite rudder to stop the roll as we dove, my heartbeat quickening as the nose dropped and sent me hurtling into a steep dive. I watched the gauges in front of me and held my breath, counting in my head before pulling the stick hard once more to complete the maneuver and level out, speeding now in the opposite direction and ahead of the AT-6.

			“Winner!” Jean yelled as I climbed down from the landed plane a few minutes later with a grin.

			There was a small commotion near the AT-6 and we glanced around the Fairchild to see Ruby’s airman recruit jumping to the ground and running outside, his hand over his mouth. The Texan was notorious for making its pilots sick.

			“Good job, Parker!” she yelled after him and then shook her head at us. “Damn kid just cost me five dollars.” She linked her arm through mine. “Nice work.”

			“Thank you.”

			We hauled our gear to the supply room, discussing our dinner options as we hung our parachutes and stored our helmets and goggles.

			“Ladies.”

			We stopped and nearly stood at attention, our gazes steady on our boss who had entered the tiny supply room behind us on silent feet.

			Mae Burton would’ve been a soldier had they let her. Tall with gray hair pulled back tight, a daunting stare and the rigid stance of someone ready to give or take orders. She’d hired each of us after we’d answered the same call—an advertisement we’d all seen promoting the need for flight instructors on the island of Oahu.

			The flyers had hung in airfields and airports around the nation, but you had to have a certain number of flight hours logged and your pilot license to apply. The four of us arrived within hours of each other that summer.

			Jean hailed from St. Louis, where she’d earned her hours as a crop duster in the early mornings before working at her family’s restaurant during the day. Ruby came from Kansas, disembarking her flight with lips the color of her name. Catherine, from Wisconsin—where the only ocean she’d ever seen was the green of the fields she’d flown above doing deliveries for the postal service—arrived with more bags than the rest of us combined. And I’d flown in from Dallas on the ticket from my father, a month after graduating college with a teaching degree, and a week after refusing an offer to take on a third-grade class at my old elementary school. Teaching, in my mind, had always been a backup plan. The real goal was to buy the airfield. Much to my mother’s dismay.

			Genevieve Elizabeth Rose O’Hare Coltrane was a force in pale pink Chanel, pecking out orders for my life, my future and the happiness she thought I was assured if she was at the helm.

			It was quite funny to me, this vision my mother had of my life, so different from what I imagined—from what I wanted. She would never understand me, and I knew the real fight to live the life I wanted hadn’t yet begun. And as much as I dreaded the confrontation, the hysterics and threats...I would not be shoved into this archaic mold she’d made for me.

			“Reports?” Mae said and we handed over our reports for all the men we’d trained that day. “How’d they do?” she asked without looking at the paperwork.

			“Fine, ma’am.”

			“Swell, ma’am.”

			“Could use some work on maneuvers, ma’am.”

			“Good. Good. Fine,” Mae said, glancing at the report on top. “And who won the race?”

			We glanced at one another, trying to keep the grins from our faces. I slowly raised my hand.

			“Again, Dallas?” We were all a city or state to her. She never called us by name.

			“Yes, ma’am,” I said.

			“Y’all need to work on your skills. Dallas is flying circles around you,” she said, raising her eyebrows at the others before leaving us to finish stowing our gear. “Just don’t let ol’ chrome dome catch you racing in his precious planes.”

			Ruby and Catherine snickered as we glanced at Bill, who stood rubbing his bald head and swearing under his breath while staring at the engine of a half-gutted plane.

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			“Good night, ma’am.”

			Jean snorted a laugh as soon as we were alone.

			“God, that woman scares me,” Catherine said, sinking onto a bench. “I thought we were about to get in trouble. And how does she know about the racing?”

			“One of the boys probably told her,” Ruby said. “I’ll twist a few arms and find out who.”

			“Oh, leave them alone,” Jean said. “If you terrorize those boys, you’ll just confuse them, and they’re already confused enough having to do what a bunch of women tell them to do all day long.”

			“Poor little pilots,” I said as I backed out the door—and straight into Lieutenant Hart.

			I cursed myself as I pictured him on the beach and felt my face heat. “My apologies, sir.”

			He nodded at the three women who’d exited behind me before meeting my gaze. “Miss Coltrane,” he said. “I was looking for you.”

			“You were?” Ruby sidled up next to me. “For an after-work rendezvous perhaps?”

			His cheeks turned as red as I feared mine were.

			“Mae informed me of your...shall we call it...spirited teaching method?” he said.

			I heard Jean swear quietly behind me.

			“It’s fine,” he said, his lips curving up in a small smile. “I’m in favor, actually. I find a little friendly competition beneficial. Makes one think on their feet, so to speak. As long as everyone keeps to regulation and is safe, of course.”

			“Oh, we are, sir,” Ruby said. “Always. I assure you.”

			“Wonderful,” he said, his eyes locking on mine again. “I am wondering though about the maneuver I hear you’ve been doing in the Fairchild. Mae says you’ve been performing a low altitude split-S in it and I’m a little concerned. It’s a daring and slightly reckless move, being performed with one of my men in it.”

			I bit my lip, my gaze lowering.

			“It’s been a while since I’ve flown a PT-19,” he said. “I’d like you to take me through it so I can see it performed for myself.”

			“She’d love to,” Catherine said, discreetly pinching me on the behind.

			“Of course, sir,” I murmured, my heart sinking. “I’d be happy to.”

			“Tomorrow morning then?” he asked. “Say at zero five thirty?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Wonderful. Thank you, Miss Coltrane.” He nodded at the four of us and walked away.

			“Shit,” I said under my breath as we headed to our car.

			But the girls were excited, talking of nothing else all the way to Skip’s, our favorite spot for burgers, fries and milk shakes.

			“Did you see the way he focused on Audrey?” Ruby asked, resting her cheek on her palm dreamily during dinner. “He barely even noticed we were there. No man ever looks at me like that.”

			“Men look at you all the time,” I said, dragging a fry through my vanilla shake. “He was only focused on me because he was angry.”

			“I don’t think so,” Jean said. “Concerned maybe, but not angry.”

			“I think he likes you,” Catherine said. “Did you see the way he blushed when Ruby asked if he wanted to take you out?”

			“She embarrassed him,” I said, shooting Ruby a look.

			“I think Catherine’s right,” Jean said. “I saw the way he was watching you on the beach the other day.”

			I sighed and pushed my plate away. “You gals done?” I asked.

			“Why the hurry to get home?” Ruby asked. “Anxious to get a good night’s sleep so you’re fresh for your date tomorrow?”

			I threw my napkin at her.

			“Ruby,” Jean said. “Don’t you have a date tonight?”

			“Oh shoot!” She stood and gestured for us to follow. “Shake a leg, ladies.”
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