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The Girl Who Made A Wish

One
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My first time was on an airplane. 

And no, not that. Someone says their first time was on an airplane and everybody’s  brain goes straight to sex. Weird, right? Plenty of other things can happen for the first time on a plane. Discovering  how much you hate being on planes, for example. Or having a mid-air panic attack so extreme that people around you start requesting to change seats, as the rumor begins to spread through the cabin of some female psycho assaulting other passengers, threatening to hang herself with her own seatbelt unless the flight is immediately diverted to North Korea. The Captain’s only option would be to turn the plane around and take you home.

Just too bad I didn’t think of this sooner. 

It’s only a five and a half hour flight, I reminded myself. Already felt like double that, but whatever. Not helping was the guy sitting (slumped, more like it) next to me. He’d fallen asleep and started snoring like a minute after takeoff. Think large-size mammal with life-threatening sinus condition. Asking a flight attendant if he could be carried over to one of the emergency exits and accidentally pushed out was not received at all well. Putting it mildly. Suddenly gone were the smiling flight attendant faces. I had become a potential trouble maker, someone to keep an eye on, and not in a good way.

“And you can just kiss goodby that extra piece of cake for dessert,” one of them hissed at me.

This couldn’t possibly be any less fun, I remember thinking.

And then a muddled message over the intercom about some minor engine trouble, followed by the first not so minor explosion, a fire breaking out underneath one wing, oxygen masks dropping and the plane beginning to swan dive out of the sky. Giving a whole new meaning to the concept of less fun.  

Of all the bad things that can happen to a person, being in a plane crash has got to be one of the worst. Okay, probably the worst. Especially if you’ve just turned eighteen, with pretty much your whole life still ahead of you. Not even to mention that you’ve only been kissed like eleven times, most recently by a guy you didn’t even remotely like, compounded by the fact that he had really bad breath and way too much saliva in his mouth. The sort of kiss you would never remember, having instantly repressed it into some dark corner of you mind, with a little sign attached saying this never happened; and then you’re on a plane that’s out of control, falling at 32 feet per something or other, and all you can think about is that horrible kiss. 

“We’re all going to die!” someone announced.

None of the other passengers spoke up to question this. Strange, I thought at the time. You’d think there’d be at least one person onboard who would take the more positive position, say something like, hey, we’re not dead yet, and nothing is absolutely certain until, you know, it is. Guess it was just that obvious that we were all goners; resignation had set in quickly, screams and cries turning to soft whimpers and muted moans. A woman somewhere behind me started counting backwards from one hundred. Maybe it was her way of coping, convincing herself that the actual crash couldn’t happen until she reached zero. As if she had been appointed the official time keeper of impending doom. In which case why not start at a million? Or even better, a billion? 

I had no choice but to blame Chuck and Beryl, otherwise reluctantly known as my parents. Out of the blue, and for reasons that can never be fully fathomed, at least not by me, they decided it was the perfect time for me to visit my aunt Agnes in Idaho. I know, right? Idaho? Who has relatives in Idaho? Not to mention, why would anyone even want to live in Idaho? Is Idaho even a real place? Does this Aunt Agnes person actually exist? Everything I know about Idaho could fit on a floating speck of near-invisible dust, and I’m totally okay with that. But good luck trying to get this point across to my parents, particularly my mother. She’s what you’d call a woman of strong convictions, more precisely of the strictly religious sort. Fanatical is another way of putting it. However you look at it, the woman has a definite bee in her bonnet, and his name is - you probably guessed it - Jesus. It’s an odd, way out-of-date expression, I know, bee in her bonnet, except Beryl actually wears one. Every day, indoors or out. Makes her look like some demented Quaker on her way to the Sunday school jamboree. Kids in the neighborhood have started calling her the batty bonnet lady. 

My father, not having been bitten by the born again bug, is pretty much all right, at least when he’s not drinking. Thing is, recently, there’s hardly ever a time when he isn’t. He insists he’s not an alcoholic, although I suspect that’s what all alcoholics say. I mean, the man has a screwdriver each morning with his breakfast cereal, which he mostly doesn’t eat. At first, I was willing to tell myself that it was just his way of dealing with the bonnet, and everything it represents. Someone in the kitchen at seven in the morning wearing a nutty-looking bonnet and muttering Bible verses can be a lot for a person to take. And let’s not forget that a screwdriver does have orange juice in it, which at least puts it in the breakfast ballpark.  Less easy explaining away the bottle of gin he carries in his briefcase to work each day, or the pint of scotch stashed in the car’s glove box. 

I cornered him one morning at the breakfast table. About the Idaho thing, not the drinking, because, you know, what would be the point? 

“Why, Dad?” I asked him. “Why would you want to send me to Idaho?”

“What’s wrong with Idaho?” he wanted to know, although I was pretty sure he already knew the answer to this question.

“What’s right with Idaho?” I asked back.

“Think of it as a nice change of pace.”

“I’m thinking of it as a form of cruel and unusual punishment.”

“You should really talk to your mother.”

“Yeah, good luck with that.”

“If you must know, she claims the idea came to her while she was reading her Bible.”

“You’re saying that somewhere in the Bible there’s a verse that reads, ‘and Amelia was sent off to Idaho, and the angels of the Lord did mightily rejoice?’” 

“It’s a really long book,” said Dad, reaching for his breakfast beverage. “No telling what you might find in it.”

I did try to speak with my mother, maybe figure out her motivation for the whole Idaho extravaganza, but she just stuck with the divine inspiration line. The craziest bit is that she doesn’t believe in airplanes; not that she doesn’t believe in their existence, but rather opposes the technological convenience they represent. There is no mention of airplanes in the Bible, apparently. Neither is there any mention of indoor plumbing, but hardly anyone views being able to sit on the toilet without having to first go outside as a sin. 

“So tell me this, Mom. Why is a woman who opposes air travel on religious grounds sending her daughter to Idaho on an airplane?”

Her expression suggested that the answer to this question was elusive, beyond the grasp of all but the truest believers.  All she managed was, “Maybe if you spent a little more time praying, you wouldn’t have to ask.”

Anyway, you get the idea. Family life is not exactly a picnic. Neither is it particularly sane. Sometimes the only conclusion possible is that I was adopted.  Guess it’s a sort of unconscious fear of bad genes; as in, if these two seriously messed-up individuals are my real parents, what sort of hopelessly bleak future am I facing? Maybe that’s why I finally agreed to go to Idaho. There just wasn’t that much to lose.  Or at least so I believed at the time. Truth is, we never know the extent of our potential loss until we’re in the process of actually losing it. Finding yourself on a crashing airplane, for example. I kept expecting all the important stuff in my life to begin flashing before my eyes, felt sort of disappointed when it didn’t. It occurred to me that maybe there had never been anything of much importance in my life. This was a little depressing, on top of the whole crashing plane thing, which was clearly much more depressing, except we were all too busy being terrified to notice it.

Shit, I said quietly. Couldn’t really think of anything else, and besides, no point not cursing now. If there was ever a situation that called for profanity, this was definitely it. And it wasn’t as if my mother was going to come storming down the aisle, shouting about the wages of sin, reminding me in no uncertain terms that every time a young lady curses, Jesus cries. Considering all the cursing most of the girls in high school were doing every minute of every day, I imagined heaven as a very wet place, tear-saturated, like India during monsoon season, only maybe not quite as humid. Definitely no droughts in heaven. What about when boys curse? I asked her one time. The Devil smiles, she said, with her own version of a smile that was at least borderline evil.

“Fuck,” I said, a bit louder.

“Say that again, sister,” someone said.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I screamed and, swear to God, at that exact moment it started to rain. Outside, not inside. I could hear the raindrops smacking into the wings. Well at least Jesus is crying, I thought. And what a big help that is at a time like this.

This was it, I guessed.  The big, fiery finale.  I mean, how long could a plane continue crashing before it hit the ground? 

“Thirty-seven,” the counting woman said.

Thanks for clearing that up.

I thought of Melissa, my best friend. All right, no point sugarcoating my social status now.  Melissa, my only friend. I glanced at my phone, at the message she had sent before I got on the plane. “I miss you already,” she wrote, “but it’s only two weeks and then you’ll be back.” Yeah, although as it turns out it could be a little bit longer.  Like forever.

I love you, Melissa, I said. I love you, too, Amelia, Melissa in my head said. 

The plane began violently shaking, making these whiney, creaky metal sounds. I thought about just closing my eyes, maybe falling asleep until it was all over, but for some reason I turned my head and looked out the window. And that’s when I saw it, this glowing ball of light, golden in color, hovering right above the tip of the wing. As I stared at the light, a voice whispered in my ear, “Well, what are you waiting for? Just go ahead and say it.”

“You mean the thing everyone else on this plane has been saying since this whole fucked up situation started?”

“Exactly!  They’ve all given it a try, now it’s your turn.”

“Is there really any point?”

“Hey, nothing ventured, nothing ... well, you know.”

“Fine,” I said, taking a deep breath.  Most likely my last.  “I really wish I was not on this airplane.”  
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A young woman stands in a small clearing on the edge of a large lake, surrounded by a dense, dark forest. She appears a bit wobbly, shaken, quite possibly disoriented. A sharp whistling sound attracts her attention. It’s coming from somewhere above her. She looks up, sees what appears to be an airplane nosediving out of the sky, a flickering of  fire, smoke trailing behind. It takes awhile for the situation to sink in, probably because it is so weird, totally crazy and completely beyond human believability. The sort of thing that never happens simply because it can’t. An impossible occurrence, in other words. And yet here it is happening. There is only one conclusion to draw. She is the girl who only moments earlier was sitting on that plane - seat A-27, to be precise - the girl whose life was about to come to an abrupt and pointless end aboard a crashing airplane. She had made a wish and the wish came true. Except a, wishes don’t generally come true; b, hers certainly never do; and c, she’s pretty sure there are laws of physics that say solid matter - such as a human person - cannot be instantaneously transported from one location to another based on a wish. 

Maybe it’s all a dream, she tells herself, one of those heavy duty symbolic jobs, the crashing plane signifying the grade she’s been worrying about on her final geometry test, or possibly something about the dangers of unprotected sex. Not only can a girl with limited math skills get pregnant, she might also find herself about to die on an airplane. Don’t see the connection? That’s why they’re called nightmares. Sinners must be punished, regardless of the logic. After all, there is nothing logical about burning in Hell.

Anyway, if this hypothesis is correct, all she has to do is wake up. So go ahead Daffodil, she tells herself, do it. Wake up! You might still be at the airport waiting for your boarding announcement, with plenty of time to decide not to get on the flight to Idaho. You can talk to an airline person, someone friendly, a woman preferably, trained in the art of pretending to care. 

“Excuse me, ma’am, but I’ve changed my mind about going to Idaho.”

She’ll probably want to know why. Should she tell her about the dream, the plane crashing, her wish about not being on the plane when it does coming true? The woman will no doubt think she’s crazy, possibly a threat to national security. No one but a dangerous lunatic would talk about a plane crashing. And while this could keep her off the flight, it also has trouble written all over it. Something simpler would clearly be to her advantage, along the lines of ... let’s see ... having some sort of weird phobia about potatoes, particularly the Idaho variety (fine, she may know a little more about Idaho than she originally let on). They terrify her, not sure why. Especially the ones with eyes, ears, a nose and a mouth.  Mister Potato Head, you mean?  See, just the mention of it’s name and she’s breaking out in a cold sweat, feeling dizzy, like she could easily throw up. 

Only problem is that she’s not waking up, suggesting that she’s already awake. Whatever seems to be happening that couldn’t possibly be happening is indeed happening. She can almost hear the countdown lady, having arrived at two, all her muscles in tense knots, biting her tongue in an effort to resist the inevitability of one. Having to say it. Two invariably descends into ... one. The plane is about to drop into the lake. The plane she’s supposed to be on. All of a sudden she’s trembling, her body threatening to rattle itself to pieces, and she’s overcome with a powerful sensation of guilt. She selfishly wished herself off the plane when she could just as easily have wished everyone off the plane, or even better that the plane was not crashing. So many better wishes to choose from. This is probably why wishes never come true; the people making them are just too stupid and self-centered to ever make the right ones.

“So try again,” a voice advises; the same voice, she’s guessing, that pressured her to wish herself off the plane in the first place.

“Oh, please.”

“It’s not as if things could get much worse.”

She’s pretty sure they could, but what the hell? “I wish that I was back on the plane and that it wasn’t crashing.”

No change. She’s still standing here.

“I wish that everyone on the plane was standing here with me.”

Nothing. She’s still alone.

“I wish it was yesterday.”

Can’t be completely certain, but it still feels like today.  Unless a plane crashes in this exact location both yesterday and today. The odds of that would have to be ridiculously tiny. 

The plane hits the water with a muffled thwack, a watery shattering, pieces of plane body splashing like giant raindrops; a mushroom of smoke rising, clouding the sky, the smell of jet fuel spreading. She falls to her knees, tears streaming from her eyes.  Two hundred meters is her best estimate, from where she is to where the plane impacted the lake. Should she try to swim out and search for survivors? There is some fire now on the surface of the water. She would have to swim through it, swallow who knows how much fuel-polluted water, plus the fact that she’s only an average swimmer at best. 

“I wish none of this was happening.”

“I wish I had two more wishes.”

“I wish the dinosaurs had never gone extinct.”

It’s becoming clear that her granted wish was a one shot deal, a singularly miraculous event, not to be repeated, because, you know, miracles are extremely rare at the best of times, and if you get one in your entire life you’re pretty darn lucky, so stop thinking you’re entitled to a second, because the vast majority of people on earth never get even the one. The lesson is think carefully before making a wish. What’s that old saying, be careful what you wish for? A wish coming true doesn’t guarantee things being in any way better. I mean, yes, better in one sense, as in she’s still alive, but arguably worse when considering the bigger picture. 

As she kneels there in the mud, her head spinning, eyes a crying blur, she wonders about what comes next. There would certainly be a next, people arriving, lots of them, as was always the case after a large scale disaster. There would be questions. How did she come to be here in the middle of nowhere, kneeling on the muddy shore of a lake into which an airplane has just crashed?  Should she lie, say she was hiking through the woods, alone, in the middle of the night when she heard a strange noise? Implausible at best.  If you’re going to lie, at least try making it believable. Wait, is that less believable than, I was on that crashing plane, and then I wasn’t? Better off simply claiming amnesia, telling them she has no idea how she got here, can’t recall anything since waking up this morning, in a forest, no less. No, leave the forest out of it. You have no idea where you are, or where you’re from, or who you are, for that matter. Replace an impossible miracle with a provocative yet not entirely unheard of mystery. In fact, people turning up where they shouldn’t be and not knowing why is fairly common.  Happens a lot. Maybe not every day, but a lot more frequently than this, which, just so there’s absolutely no doubt about it, NEVER happens.
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How long I’ve been here I’m not sure. My legs are starting to hurt and it’s begun raining. The fire out on the lake has lessened but continues to burn. In my mouth the terrible taste of smoke and something else, jet fuel I’m guessing. From behind me, faint noises. Possibly the sound of a distant helicopter. Beams of light bouncing around in the darkness. Then voices, coming closer.

“Hey,” someone shouts,  “there’s something over there.”

“Where?”

“Right freakin there.”

“What is it?”

“I can’t tell. Whatever it is, it’s not moving.”

“Wait. My God, is that a person?”

“Jesus be praised!”

For an instant I’m thinking maybe I’ve been found by a local church group out on a hike. 

And then a hand on my shoulder, light dancing on the ground.  “Are you all right?” a voice asks me.  I slowly nod.  “What are you doing here?”  I shake my head.  “How on Earth did you get here?”

It’s the question I’ve been anticipating. The one I’ve practiced for. Not extensively, but I feel reasonably prepared. I gaze up into the swirling light, blink rapidly, swallow as if I haven’t had any water in days.  “I was on the plane,” I whisper.  Oh crap! That’s not the right answer. Were you like totally not paying attention when we went over this?

“We’ve got a survivor,” someone screams, the word survivor reverberating outwards, repeated endlessly in a chain of shocked disbelief.  Survivor, survivor, survivor ...  The word reaches the farthest edges of the rescue effort, a single glimmer of hope in the midst of tragedy, something to latch onto, a point of bright sense in an otherwise dark and senseless universe.

I close my eyes then and the world slips away.

I’m on a stretcher, being carried through the woods. How big this forest is I have no idea. How long have we been walking? Who even knew there was a giant forest somewhere between New Jersey and Idaho. Suppose it could be the Rocky Mountains, but I’m pretty sure we weren’t flying long enough to get that far. And the entire middle expanse of America is completely flat and parched, a single enormous field filled with corn and soybeans, and thick necked fellows who invariably and unthinkingly vote republican, and their womenfolk, many of them in bonnets, who generally keep their heads down and do as they’re told. And now there’s this forest where all the dusty corn and stalks of beans should be. Unless the plane somehow veered off course and crashed in Canada. Plenty of trees up there.

In addition to the two men carrying the stretcher, there’s a woman walking along beside it. She’s holding the IV bag that’s busy running into my arm. I’m not completely conscious, but I catch snippets of their conversation; mostly the woman’s, who seems to be the officially designated questioner in the group.

“She said she was on the plane?” she asks.

“That’s what she said,” one of the men replies.

“But how is that even possible?”

“Maybe somehow she was thrown clear,” the other man speculates.

“Thrown clear?” the woman says, her voice rising in perilous disbelief. “So she was thrown from a crashing plane, unharmed we should add, and then what?  Swam to shore?” 

“Look,” says the first man, “we won’t know anything for sure until she been properly debriefed.”

“Right,” says the second man. “Just because she says she was on the plane, doesn’t men she actually was.”

“So what,” says the woman, “she’s lying? Why would she do that?”

“Why do teenagers do anything?” man number one asks.

“How do you know she’s a teenager?”

“It seems pretty obvious to me.”

“Yeah,” says man number two. “As far as I know, my teenage daughter hasn’t told the truth in at least three years.”

“Oh please,” the woman says. “How could you possibly know that?”

“Trust me, a father always knows.”

Not in my experience, I’m tempted to point out. Fathers are generally the last to know anything about their kids. Even when direct and unambiguous information of their children’s behavior is staring them right in the face, they find a way to deflect it, pretend it wasn’t meant for them, and then conveniently forget it ever happened.

I also don’t much like the sound of  properly debriefed.  I imagine a small concrete room with a single, overhead lightbulb. An uncomfortable metal chair. A non-stop eight hour grilling, with only a small bottle of water to drink and no bathroom breaks. The man doing the interrogating is either wearing a monster mask or extremely ugly.

“Let’s just go over it one more time, Miss Daffodil. And keep in mind that lying to a federal agent is a serious crime, in certain cases punishable by death.”

“Death? It’s not as if I wished the plane to crash. I only wished to be off it when it began crashing.  Call me a selfish little bitch if you like, but as far as I know that’s not an offense people are put to death for.”

“Are you sure you don’t mean,  ‘an offense for which people are put to death?’

“Are you fucking kidding me now?”

“That sort of language isn’t going to get you out of here any sooner.”

“Sorry! Are you now fucking trying to intentionally deceive me?”

He almost smiles, as if he’s an actual human, but the training kicks in and he reverts to grim inhuman interrogator. “In any case, you’d be surprised what people are put to death for these days. So why don’t you just go ahead and tell me.”

“Tell you what?”

“For starters, how you managed to crash a plane and get off it before it did?”

“Sounds impossible.”

“Hence my curiosity.”

“Can’t I just plead the fifth?”

“Uh, no, I don’t believe you can.”

“Can I at least get a lawyer to consult with?  I mean, with whom I can consult?”

We’ve stopped walking, having arrived at a larger clearing, possibly a parking area. I find this somewhat comforting. All this out of place wilderness is somehow brought under control by the presence of an area for parking cars. I feel a bit more back in the real world, although I do sense that whatever world this is, it may not be the so-called real one I’m familiar with. There are more people here, all of them talking at once, in a rush, apparently. Someone shines a tiny light in my eyes, picks up my arm to find a pulse. “So what’s her story?” this person asks.

“Unknown,” someone says.

“Claims she was on the plane,” says a female, possibly my walk-through-the-forest companion.

“No shit.  Any other survivors?”

“Uncertain, but highly doubtful.”

“Okay,” my pulse-taker says, “we should get her into one of the ambulances.”

I’m transferred from my stretcher to a kind of bed on wheels, and then slid into the back of a  red and white truck. A man in a grey jacket peers into my eyes. At least he has a friendly face. Not bad looking, either. 

“How are you feeling?” he asks me, wrapping a blood pressure cuff around my arm.

I make my if only I knew face.

“Any pain?” he wants to know.

I act like I’m thinking about it, then shake my head. I decide not to mention the pain in my heart caused by the terrible choices I seem to make.

“Were you really on that plane?”

I try to appear confused by the question.

“It’s okay,” he says. “Don’t worry about that now. I’m going to give you a mild sedative, just to, you know, take the edge off.”

The edge off what, I wonder? 

“Where am I?” I ask him.

“Uh, you’re in the back of a Barton Nebraska Emergency Services Vehicle.”

“No, bigger picture. All the trees.”

“Ah, we’re currently in the Rufus T. Mortimer Mid-Western Memorial Forest Preserve.”

“Is that a real thing?”

“Seeing as we’re currently in it, I’d have to say yes.”

“What happened to all the corn?”

“I think you should try to rest now,” he says. “Plenty of time for questions later.”

Sure, only it’s the answers to those questions that worry me.
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Amelia wakes up in a bed, staring up at a white ceiling. The walls of the room she’s in are also white. Everything is intensely bright. There’s some sort of machine next to the bed, wires running from it attached to various parts of her body.  There’s an I.V. drip in her arm. All the evidence suggests it’s a hospital. Is she sick? Dying? Oh, right, she was in a plane crash. Although she wasn’t, was she? She should be dead, but she’s not.  Suddenly it all comes crashing back, so to speak. She wished herself off a crashing plane. Abandoned her fellow passengers in their time of need. Saved herself. She feels like a criminal, possibly a murderer.  But wait, how could she have known? Just because she made a stupid wish, was provoked into making it, more accurately.  Every single day a hundred million wishes get made, not a single one of them coming true. Why would hers?  No rational person could blame her for what happened.  And by the way, good luck finding one of those.  

She doesn’t notice the man sitting in a chair next to her bed until he says,  “Ah, Ms. Daffodil, I see you’re awake.”

She turns her head to look at him, blinks her eyes rapidly, just in case he’s a mirage or something, and maybe she can make him disappear, but when she’s done blinking he’s still sitting in the chair, so she has to assume he’s real. Middle-aged real, mid-western overweight, for sure, with an overly large head, thinning grey hair and small, watery eyes. He’s wearing a dark blue suit. He’s neither handsome nor ugly. Ordinary-looking, she’d call him. Whatever facial expressions he’s still capable of are most likely faked. The artificial face of someone whose purpose in life is pretending to agree with others. She notices what looks like a tiny bird attached to the lapel of his jacket. Is it a personal statement, she wonders, or something more representative of his position in society?  A spokesperson for a bird-watching society, perhaps, although even in her disoriented state this seems unlikely. Unless the bird is not a bird, but only a pair of wings, in which case it wouldn’t be a giant leap to assume he’s somehow connected to things that fly, as in, let’s say, airplanes, possibly working for an airline company, which come to think of it makes much more sense.

“Im John Blazenbull,” he says, his voice on the loud side, especially considering he’s in a hospital. “Vice President for Customer Relations, Big Budget Airlines. And let me be the first to say thank you for choosing Big Budget, and to express our deepest gratitude to you, Ms. Daffodil, for being the singular and, not to put too fine a point on it, seemingly miraculous bright spot in the midst of an otherwise terrible tragedy.” 

Okay, she’s thinking, maybe this guy isn’t real after all. “I’m sorry ... what?”

“You are Amelia Daffodil, are you not?”

“Uh ...”

“No need to answer, Ms. Daffodil, as we already know that you are, in fact, she.”

“She who?”

“Amelia Daffodil. You see, your phone was discovered in your jacket pocket and, under the circumstances, unusual to say the least, it was deemed neither inappropriate nor an egregious invasion of your personal privacy to examine said phone for any and all pertinent information.”

“Unless it’s not my phone.”

“We also found an I.D. card in your shirt pocket, confirming that you, Amelia Daffodil, are a member in good standing of the Cherry Hill, New Jersey Senior High School Cheerleading Squad, co-Captain,  I believe.”

Cheerleading Squad?  “I’m confused.”

“Considering what you’ve been through,” says Blazenbull, “how could it be otherwise?” 

Amelia supposes he has a point. By any rational criteria something inexplicable has occurred. She shouldn’t be here, and yet here she is. It doesn’t get much more confusing than that. Although the confusion she’s currently experiencing has more to do with the fact that she has never been a member of any cheerleading squad. Nor would she ever want to be. 

Blazenbull clears his throat. “Now, Ms. Daffodil, we have confirmed that you were indeed aboard Budget Flight 003, seat A-27, and as such, I’m sure you understand, there are some questions we’ll have to ask, details of exactly how you managed to get off the plane, relatively unscathed and intact, that sort of thing, but as I can clearly see that you’re tired, we can forego that for now. After you’ve had some time to rest and recuperate, I’d like to come back and speak with you again. In the meantime, we at Big Budget Air are at your disposal. Whatever you need, all you have to do is ask. Which reminds me, we’ve arranged to fly your mother out here to be with you.”

“Wait, my mother?”

“Yes.”

“Is coming here?”

“Uh, yes.”

“On an airplane?”

“Due to arrive tomorrow morning, I believe.”

Now that really is inexplicable. 

After Blazenbull leaves, a nurse comes into the room. She’s young, pretty and smiling, with short black hair and striking grayish blue eyes. Amelia’s glad that she has something to smile about, but she’d rather she didn’t flaunt it.  Reminding someone poised on the precipice of a clinical depression that happiness, even in a hospital, is a real thing just seems cruel. Unless the smile is merely a feature of her nurse training; the positive presence of the pretty nurse aimed at uplifting the spirits of the sick and the dying.  Actually, she’d rather this nurse be genuinely happy, rather than have to deal with the prospect of everyone and everything now being exclusively fake; or even worse, a figment of her imagination.

“And how are we feeling today, Amelia?” she asks, in her positively upbeat way. “Not too uncomfortable, I hope.”

“You have very attractive teeth,” Amelia tells her.

“Well thank you, darling,” she smiles.  “I’m just going to take your temperature and check you blood pressure.”

“That man who was just in here ...”

“What about him?” she asks, slipping the pointed tip of something, presumably the thermometer, into Amelia’s left ear.

“So you did see him.”

“Yes I did. Why do you ask?”

“Just wondering, you know?”

“Sure, I guess,” she says, her smile momentarily diminished, but not by much.  “From the airline, wasn’t he?”

Amelia nods, but keeps it vague. A sort of tentative nod. “Asked me a bunch of questions.”

“Can’t be easy,” commiserates nurse, whose name she now notices on her uniform pocket is Merriweather. Certainly seems to fit her personality.

“Particularly when I don’t have any of the answers,” Amelia says.

“After the trauma you’ve experienced, temporary amnesia is perfectly normal. I mean, how you managed to get yourself out of that plane is some sort of miracle, as far as I’m concerned.  Anyway, you might want to get used to it.”

“Being in plane crashes?” Amelia asks.

“No, darling,” laughs nurse Merriweather.  “Answering questions.  There’s a bunch of reporter types down in the lobby positively clamoring to hear your story.”

“Clamoring?”

“Putting it mildly.”

“Chances are I’ll disappoint them.”

“Not your problem and nothing for you to worry about,” she tells me.  “You’re the survivor here, they’re nothing but news hounds in search of a juicy bone.”

“I’m the bone,” Amelia moans. “Hardly juicy.”

“You are no bone,” she says, removing the blood pressure cuff from my arm. “You are a sweetheart and also, in my opinion, both a feminist role model and a hero.”

“Really?”

“At the very least.”

“I may be falling in love with you,” Amelia tells her.

“Yeah,” she laughs, “I get that a lot. No idea why.”

“Probably because you’re pretty, pert, positive and as close to perfect as humanly possible.”

Nurse Merriweather’s eyes appear suddenly moist, as if she’s about to shed a tear or two. Amelia feels certain that even when she’s crying, she’s still smiling.  Part of the training?  Even if you’re crying, continue smiling. Never display to the literally dying that you yourself are dying inside. She bends over and kisses Amelia on the forehead before walking quickly out of the room. Amelia doesn’t even know her first name.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Five
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Somewhere in Nebraska, close to a vast National forest that shouldn’t exist, I’m still in the hospital, but only because they don’t seem to know what to do with me. The doctor is standing here next to my bed saying that there doesn’t appear to be anything physically wrong with me - which I could have told him several days ago, if only he’d asked - but he strongly advises psychological counseling of some sort, once I’m back home. 

“This sort of event,” the doctor tells me, “tends to leave emotional scarring, whether one is aware of it or not.” 

What sort of event, I’m inclined to ask, but he is clearly viewing this as less a conversation than a lecture. He can take as long as he wants because he’s the doctor, while I, the lowly patient, who may or may not be living proof of miracles, have little to say in the matter. As he talks, nurse Merriweather hovers in the background, looking like a young movie star playing the role of a nurse. On cue she will walk briskly to the doctor, dab his perspiring head with a cotton ball, smile and then retreat back to the periphery of the scene.

“Oh, and by the way,” the doctor says, “your mother is waiting for you down in the cafeteria.”

“Why there?” I ask.

“She claimed to be in desperate need of a cup of strong, black coffee before seeing you.”

“She actually said that?” 

“Her exact words, in fact.”

Sure, okay, except my mother doesn’t drink coffee. I also don’t think she would use the word desperate to refer to anything but her desire to meet you-know-who.

“In any case,” says the doctor, “I think it’s a good idea for you to get out of that bed and walk. Nurse Merriweather will show you the way.”

With a smile, no doubt.  Nurse Merriweather helps me into a fluffy terrycloth bathrobe, takes my hand and guides me out into the hallway. 

“You must be excited to see your mother,” she says.

Not exactly the word I would choose to describe my current feeling, but I don’t want to alarm her by expressing my growing belief that the woman drinking coffee in the cafeteria can’t possibly be my mother. So I just say, “Yeah, sure.”

“There is something I’d like to show you before we go downstairs,” says nurse Merriweather. “I mean, if you don’t mind?”

Why would I? I’m much happier being with nurse Merriweather than I will be with whoever the woman impersonating my mother turns out to be. She takes me down a side hallway, at the end of which is a door. Removing a key, she unlocks the door and gently tugs me inside. Not sure what I was expecting, but this is definitely not it. The only light is courtesy of a small window on the opposite wall, but it appears to be some sort of storage room.  

“So,” I say, “what did you want to show me?”

“I lied,” says nurse Merriweather, sliding her arms around my terrycloth waist. “Which I feel bad about because, basically, I do not lie.”

“Really?” I say. “I lie all the time, but only because the truth is usually just too implausible.”

“Yes, implausible,” says nurse Merriweather. “That’s how I would describe this.”

“And what exactly is this?” I ask.

“Care to venture a guess?”

The way things have been going, it could be almost anything. Maybe I actually died in the crash, all of this is some kind of bizarre afterlife introduction thing and nurse Merriweather is the angel tasked with guiding me through it ...

Nurse Merriweather places her hands on either side of my head, pulls me towards her and kisses me.

... or not.

Nor is this some friendly peck from the nurse incapable of expressing anything but unbounded joy. This is a kiss with passion, however misguided, written all over it. A lover’s kiss, I’m inclined to say.  And how crazy is it that it’s like a million times better than any kiss ever delivered upon me by any boy.

Nurse Merriweather pauses for breath, asks,  “Do you think this is wrong?”

“It’s all wrong,” I say, “but it’s all right.”  Which I’m almost certain is a line from some song.

“I just can’t stop thinking about you, Amelia,” she says.

“Can I ask you a question?”

“Anything,” she says.  “My age? Twenty-three. My relationship status? Deploringly single. My sexual preference?  At the moment, you.”

“All good to know, but I was going to ask your first name.”

“It’s Grace.”

“Grace Merriweather.”

“May I kiss you again, Amelia Earhart?” Grace enquires.

“Her plane went down, just like mine.”

“Yes, but now you’ve come home.”

So after my  - no other way to describe it - highly peculiar and possibly illegal interaction with nurse Merriweather in the storage room, I’m standing outside the hospital cafeteria, looking through its large glass window at a woman who does appear to resemble my mother, but with certain incongruities, some of them glaring. The fact that she is bonnet-less, for instance. I have not seen my mother’s un-bonneted head in years. Perhaps her bonnet blew off in a gust of wind, in heavy traffic, as the crosswalk light was about to turn red. She had to decide in an instant whether to risk death in the interest of bonnet-retrieval, or proceed to the hospital bare-headed. Remotely possible, I suppose, but even so, it doesn’t explain the make-up. Even from this angle the lipstick is unmistakable, as is a singular rouged cheek. Further fueling the flames of my suspicion, this woman is speaking with a man, smiling, occasionally tossing her head back, accompanied by a series of short, though no less loud, guffaws.  As perplexed as I am, I do not at first notice that the man with whom she’s engaged in giddy conversation is none other than Blazenbull of Big Budget Air, the airline whose fares are so cheap you almost don’t mind if your plane happens to crash.  

As I’m trying to decide whether to go in or run away, my “mother” turns her head and looks directly at me. She raises a hand to wave, which is when I catch sight of the cigarette she’s holding. Let us be absolutely clear about this:  Beryl Daffodil does not smoke. Neither does she flirt with strange men. She does not smile, drink coffee or use make-up. She is never not wearing her Biblical bonnet. Therefore this cannot be my mother.

Who is now beckoning, shouting my name.  

“Amelia, darling,” she booms, “don’t just stand there, come to Mommy.”

“What are you waiting for?” says someone behind me that turns out to be nurse Merriweather, otherwise known as my new secret love interest, Grace. She has managed to sneak up right behind me, her hand on my lower back, precariously close to my butt.

“To wake up,” I tell her.

“She certainly seems happy to see you.”

“Yeah, whoever she is.”

“Come on, silly,” says Grace, nudging me towards the cafeteria door. If I resist, she pushes harder. For a small women she is surprisingly strong.  As I get closer, my mother’s beaming smile has shifted to a look of concern.  Possibly because of my
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