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“Flying is learning how to throw yourself at
the ground and miss.”

Douglas Adams

 


“Aviation is proof that given the will, we
have the capacity to achieve the impossible.”

Eddie Rickenbacker
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Carlee Parks-Bluestone made it to the head
of the long line to receive her airline voucher when a
black-haired, stout man with a beaky nose shoved his way in front
of the registration desk and demanded, “How dare you bump me. Do
you know who I am?”

The dolt accosting one of my students
brought out the mama-bear in me. Carlee had never flown before, and
feeling her anxiety, my protective instincts blazed. My nostrils
flared. I stepped between them, into a cloud of cologne that made
me want to sneeze, and turned to face the curious onlookers, mouths
gaping in disbelief.

“Excuse me.” I raised my hand to quiet the
murmurings and recited a line I’d held in reserve for just such an
occasion. “Excuse me. Does anyone know this man? He seems to have
forgotten his name.”

I ignored the well-fitting, navy blue,
Armani suit and tasseled, black shoes polished to a high shine, and
focused on the twitch in his eye. My hand rested on my chest. “My
name is Katie Wilk,” I said slowly, as if speaking to a child. “Is
there someone here with you, or someone we can call?”

His jaw dropped. A tall blond woman,
following the exchange, covered her lips with long, slender
fingers. The nails painted a glittery green matched her crinkling
eyes. Her shoulders convulsed, smothering her laughter, and she
gave me a thumbs up.

I turned to the agent before the
self-centered man could sputter any other words of non-wisdom and
said, “I’m sorry. I probably shouldn’t have said that.” The agent
smirked and ushered us forward.

I’d already been put through the wringer. My
patience had worn thin, and he’d stomped on my last nerve, but when
Carlee gave me a high five, her accompanying grin and eye roll made
it all worthwhile.

“Bet you never thought teaching would be so
tough.” Carlee tossed the curtain of straight black hair over her
shoulder. Her silver-blue eyes lit with mischief.

Who would’ve guessed I’d end up in
education, but when my life’s goals spun off the rails, I needed to
investigate a career other than mathematical cryptanalysis.

“How did you end up in Columbia, Minnesota?
It’s a long way from London,” she teased gently.

“Just lucky. Columbia is the best place to
be. How could I go wrong?”

I tried to mirror her laughter. I didn’t
tell her I applied for jobs all over the state and had only one
interview. What do you do with a degree in the study of codes and
algorithms when you no longer had the desire to study codes and
algorithms? Research told me saying yes to extra duties might
improve my chances and make me a more acceptable candidate. When
they offered me the job to teach high school math—the only proposal
I received—I signed on the dotted line.

“Let me assure you,” she said. “We’re the
lucky ones. Look where you and Ms. Mackey got us today.”

“Don’t forget your amazing, sensational
volunteer-attorney coach.”

“Who could forget her?”

Our kids not only survived their first year
of mock trial with three rookie coaches, they thrived and were the
team representing the Gopher State, Minnesota, in Atlanta.

“Oh, Ms. Wilk,” Carlee giggled as she
pocketed her remuneration, and we headed to join our friends.
“Another adventure.”

I wanted to put as much distance as possible
between the discourteous man and Carlee and me, but if I’d looked
back over my shoulder, I probably would’ve been more vigilant.

Compartmentalizing the events leading to the
encounter had ratcheted up my angst; I hoped the kids hadn’t picked
up on my fear. I hated flying, but I could hardly refuse the
generous gift of airline tickets purchased for the students,
coaches, and parent volunteers. I had, however, imagined all the
ways we’d miss our flight and hadn’t wanted to be late. The day
began hours earlier when my co-chaperone and best friend, Jane
Mackey, and I loaded our students onto the school van. They’d
worked hard, and I wanted to provide a memorable experience. My job
required escorting my team, smoothing out difficulties, and solving
problems.

I allowed plenty of time to navigate the
freeway in case unpredictable traffic or road construction hampered
our arrival, and we’d reported to the Minneapolis-St. Paul
International Airport three hours ahead of schedule. I’m glad we
did.

Neither Jane nor any of my students set off
any extraneous buzzing noises while we calmly checked in through
TSA, and Jane shooed them ahead to the coffee shop to pick up light
breakfast nibbles. Bringing up the rear, however, my pass through
the security checkpoint triggered extra scrutiny.

“Step off to the side please,” said a
sour-faced, slight TSA agent. My heart thudded in my chest for no
other reason than they’d singled me out, and I didn’t have my
trusted canine equalizer, Maverick, with me. “Stand with your feet
on the white shoe prints and lift your hands over your head.” She
ran a wand up my right side and down the left, up my backside and
down in front, while a male agent gently pawed through my bag.

He cast wary blue eyes my way and brought
out the white gift box. I returned a strained smile. Carefully
opening the lid, he peeled away the delicate blue and silver tissue
paper studded with glossy stars—Columbia High School Cougar
colors.

“What do we have here?” He folded back the
padded cover and read the inscription, furrowing his brow. His eyes
locked with mine, and he shook a head of short brown hair. “I take
it you’re not Brock Isaacson. Why do you have his diploma?” One of
his eyebrows rose with suspicion. “Are you stealing someone’s
identity?”

“Do I look like a male high school
graduate?” I chuckled.

The students in my charge and their parents
trusted me. My head told me to take my responsibility seriously and
not make waves with security. “Sorry. I’m a high school math
teacher.” I tried to swallow and stammered, tamping down an
undeserved feeling of guilt. “I’m taking my students to Atlanta for
a competition.”

I scoured the area for the royal-blue
kerchiefs identifying my crew to support my explanation. The agent
followed my frantic gaze and raised the other eyebrow skeptically.
“You must’ve seen them. They were all wearing those Cougar
scarves.” I pointed to the blue fabric in the bin resting beneath
my badly needed phone.

A single guffaw escaped from his female
counterpart. “He’s just joshing with you.”

“It’s one of the busiest times of the year.
Gotta break up the day somehow.” He conscientiously repackaged the
carton, and his playful grin slowed my racing heart … partway.
Leery, I half expected him to further impede my exit with another
infraction and didn’t let my guard down until he tipped his head
and slid my bag across the rolling surface. “Have a nice day,
ma’am.”

My carry-on snagged the edge of the counter.
Flustered, I tied my kerchief around my neck, hefted my bag, and
repeatedly yanked the handle, drawing undue attention from the
other passengers. When the wheels clattered to the floor, I tugged
the handle free, stared straight ahead, and ignoring the reserved
whispers, bustled into the shopping area of the airport.

The fair-skinned figure with light brown
hair and pale blue eyes looking back at me, distorted by the
reflection in the glass windows of the stores I passed, gave me a
jolt. I looked harried. I had to relax. Jane had the kids. They
were fine. I’d catch up with them in a minute. Lowering my
shoulders, I blinked my eyes, lifted my chin, and pasted on a
smile. I almost pinched my cheeks for added color. I didn’t want
the kids to know how much I really hated everything to do with
flying.

Weather delayed the incoming plane. We had
boarded thirty minutes behind schedule, and forty-two minutes
later, after anxious bouts of fits and giggles checking watches and
phone screens, we saw our pilot step out of the cockpit to make a
brief announcement.

“Good morning, folks. Sorry for the delay,
but due to mechanical issues, we’ve had to cancel our non-stop
flight to Atlanta.” As the air around me took on a rumble, he
smiled uneasily and took a big breath. “We apologize for any
inconvenience, and we’ll do our best to accommodate you and get you
to your final destination as quickly as possible. Please gather
your belongings and check the seat pocket before disembarking. See
the gate attendant for more details.”

We exited the aircraft. Our students crowded
around me, and I said decisively, “We’ll catch another plane soon
and still arrive in plenty of time to take advantage of everything
we’ve planned before your competition begins in three days. Don’t
worry.”

Famous last words. I hoped I wasn’t
constructing a false narrative for our future.

I massaged my temples as
we waited our turn and inched our way to the desk for information.
The smile glued to the young man’s face never wavered as he checked
our tickets. “It’s a very busy Memorial weekend.” His fingers flew
over the keys. “It’ll take a bit of maneuvering to get your entire
group in the sky, but we’ll get you on the next available flight,
however …” He looked up at me, and one corner of his mouth turned
down in a bit of alarm. “The operative word is available.”

My heart leaped to my throat, and I gritted
my teeth in frustration.

“And a nonstop will be impossible.” His
eyebrows, cheeks, and lips morphed into one big apology. “You’ll be
rerouted first through Detroit.”

One could only take so much, but I forced my
jaw to unclench. We would get to Atlanta.

Then, in a rehearsed facial transformation,
he said. “And for your inconvenience, you’ve each earned five
hundred dollars to use toward a ticket at a later date.” With a
flourish at a final key depression, he sent us on our way.

I led our entourage to obtain the vouchers.
Unfortunately, I’d have to fly again in order to use mine. Carlee
and I brought up the rear and were the last two of our party to
receive the compensation for our trouble. I’d been at the end of my
rope when we’d encountered the unknown entity suffering an identity
crisis and lost what little cool I had remaining.
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We had walked away from the vexatious
passenger, still mute from my smart remark, and Carlee said, “Ms.
Wilk, there’s another one for our record book.” She laughed off the
confrontation. “You are keeping a journal for the trip, aren’t
you?”

“Of course,” I said and mentally tapped my
brain. I’d promised to keep track of our expedition, but I needed a
notebook.

She read the consternation on my face. “You
forgot, didn’t you?”

“Yes, but I would’ve eventually remembered.”
I wore my most contrite expression while scouring the concourse for
a gift shop. Barely visible through the sea of bobbing heads, three
gates to the right, a bookstore offered its wares. I pointed.
“They’ll have what I need.”

I jogged against the swift-moving current of
focused travelers and crews, dodging luggage rolling in all
directions, and forging a diametrically opposed path. Ejected from
the stream of bodies close enough to the entryway to spot the
cloth-covered diaries, I purchased two and a new book on the
history of cryptology. I rejoined our retinue and caught the tail
end of Carlee’s retelling the story of our encounter, making me
look like a hero.

“You certainly gave him a piece of your
mind,” said Lorelei Calder.

“Be careful, Ms. Wilk,” Jane said. “You
don’t have much mind in reserve.”

Before I could cast her a seething glance,
Lorelei laughed. Jane would get her comeuppance, but I forgave
Lorelei her minor transgression. A junior, she performed
brilliantly as the lead counsel on our team, and luckily, her
parents consented to accompany us. Jane and Marietta, Lorelei's
mom, both graduated from Emory and knew Atlanta and the surrounding
area. Marietta spent much of our disrupted travel time
mesmerizing the kids with tantalizing tales of the places we’d be
visiting. Her phone screen lit up with a carousel of closeup shots
of native animals in the wild, vivid birds of every color, fields
filled with blankets of flowers, and tempting menus that listed
recipes rarely found in Minnesota. “Georgia has its dangers,
though, and I’ll be sure to keep you apprised,” she said.

“Hey, Ms. Wilk, where’s Coach Dvorak?” Brock
asked.

Patting the outside pocket of my bag, I ran
my thumb around the edge of its rectangular contents and breathed a
sigh of relief. Lorelei’s boyfriend, Brock Isaacson, a senior,
chose to attend Mock Trial America over his graduation ceremony,
and our principal gave us permission to surprise him and bestow his
diploma at the same time as his classmates. I inhaled deeply,
erasing the nightmare of its possible confiscation when passing
through airport security.

“She’s already in Atlanta, taking some
well-earned vacation days, and she’ll check in with us on
Monday.”

Our attorney coach had flown down a day
early to have what she called adult time before the students joined
her. She and her law partner had blocked off two evenings for their
social fraternization. We wouldn’t be here without her. Dorene
Dvorak’s knowledge and guidance were of immeasurable help.
Unbeknown to the kids, she had also arranged a tour of the Supreme
Court of Georgia which included a private interview with one of the
state supreme court justices.

When Marietta ran out of enticing things to
talk about, I pulled out a deck of cards and taught the kids two
new easy magic tricks. Lorelei explained how the tricks worked
mathematically, and Brock gave his usual, “Of course,” and hooted.
“Way to spoil the mystique.”

“That’s my girl,” said her dad.

Fifty-five minutes later, our team boarded
our flight to Detroit with fingers crossed we’d make the connection
to Georgia. With my attention focused on locating the heads of the
kids scattered throughout the cabin as they took their seats, I
wriggled down the aisle in first-class and bumped the elbow of the
man who tried to budge in front of Carlee. He noisily waggled a
glass of ice, and I attempted to slip by Mr. Buttinski, not wishing
to antagonize him further. His glass stopped in mid-swing.
Recognition dawned. The cubes clinked, and I cringed until I
realized he addressed my partner.

“Janie?” When she didn’t respond
immediately, he put his empty hand out flat to stop her from
continuing to her seat. The other hand went to his chest, spilling
the remaining contents of the glass. As he swiped the ice away and
dabbed at the front of his designer suit, he reported, full of
self-importance, “Jane Mackey. It’s me. Wendell.”

She swept her curly blond locks behind her
ear and stared with unblinking big brown eyes. “Wendell?” I didn’t
think it possible, but her eyes widened. “Wendell Gromm?”

The flight attendant urged us forward. “We
have to clear the aisle and prepare for takeoff. Please find your
seats.”

Jane gave Wendell a two-finger salute, and
we shambled to our places, two rows up from the restrooms. Jane
rolled her eyes, and she plopped down onto her seat.

“You know him?” I asked, sitting next to
her, fumbling my bag into the space beneath the seat in front of
us.

At first, she avoided answering my question.
“These accommodations are even a little tight for me,” she said as
she snuggled deeper into the upholstery. At just about five feet,
depending on the footwear she chose, her comment emphasized the
compact space. “I can’t get comfortable.” She pulled out her travel
blanket and took a breath. “But that might be because of him.”

“Wendell’s the rude guy who cut in front of
Carlee.”

“Sounds about right.” Jane sighed again.
“Wendell Gromm and I attended the same elementary and high school.
No matter what anyone said, he would debate the opposite and claim
to have a better grasp of the data, and unfortunately, his
arguments sounded reasonable. Even as a third grader. He cited
well-known individuals like Albert Einstein or Steve Jobs or even
Batman, but took the words completely out of context, adjusting
them to fit his needs. I didn’t bother to examine his sources until
middle school, when he could no longer legitimately hold up his
side of a disagreement. He became contentious, and we didn’t spend
much time together after …” The words drifted off.

“Jane, you’re clenching your fists.”

“I never thought I’d ever have to see
Wendell again.”

“What happened?” I nodded my head
encouragingly, hoping she’d resume her story.

“I’d rather not think of him. I’ll just
close my eyes and dream of my sexy husband-to-be, dismissing all
thought of Wendell Gromm. Wake me when we’re preparing for
landing.” She shrank into the seat, pulled the red fleece up to her
chin, murmured, “Drew,” and feigned immediate sleep.

Our plane prepared for take-off, but rather
than relaxing for the trip ahead, I chewed the inside of my cheek.
Having never flown before, not surprisingly, Carlee was the most
overtly excited, and I couldn’t differentiate her anxiety from
elation. I’d flown before and had the same mixed feelings. I tapped
the headrest in front of me.

“Having such a significant delay isn’t
usual, but the agent assured us the rest of our trip would pull off
without a hitch. You doing okay, Carlee?”

She peeked between the seats. “This is
great. Galen’s a little scared though.”

“Am not,” a deep voice answered quickly.

Carlee’s arm rose with his hand clenching
hers. She giggled as he dragged their arms back down and admitted,
“Maybe.”

I tugged my new book from the carryall, but
after rereading the first paragraph three times and not making any
headway, I closed the cover and leaned back, letting good thoughts
drift in and out of my consciousness.

I loved my first year teaching and
everything that went with it. Of course, I’d had to deal with a few
murders, but I’d made it through the first nine months and looked
forward to year two.

The engines roared. We were finally on our
way. My eyes closed and my head fell back against the seat. I
couldn’t wait to see what other surprises our trip had in store for
us.

Turns out, I could’ve waited after all.
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We nearly struck out with the next
curveball. Immediately upon exiting the plane at the Detroit
Metropolitan Wayne County Airport after an uneventful one hour and
forty-five-minute flight, we stood, dumbfounded, in front of the
arrival and departure schedule board. Our connection had left the
ground fifteen minutes before we landed.

“Why the long faces?” said Jane, nearly
bursting with effervescence she could barely contain. “I’ve got
this.”

Jane’s dad, and our team’s benefactor, owned
Sapphire Skyway in Georgia, a charter airline providing on-demand
operations to the jet set. She knew airports and the right people
and paraded us through the obstacle course of underling personnel
and a considerable distance on the concourse to a secure section of
the airport and an area of private offices. Depositing us on plush
chairs in an inviting waiting room with a wall of tall windows
overlooking the bustling runways, she breezed past the desk and
disappeared behind a pair of large wooden doors.

The friendly receptionist, wearing a white
plastic name tag bearing the name Karly, came out from behind her
desk with a tray, circled the room, offering bottles of soda, ice
cold water, apples, bananas, and chewy granola bars while we
waited. She towered over me, standing close to six feet, with
sparkling eyes the color of a Brazil nut, curly dark-brown hair
with a few strands of gray, and a gracious smile. “Jane Mackey is a
fireball, isn’t she?”

“How do you know Jane?” I said, grabbing a
bottle of water and selecting a banana.

“She’s been in and out of these offices for
as long as I’ve been at this airport. Any friend of Jane’s is
welcome here. Can I get you anything else?” Karly’s phone buzzed.
“Excuse me.” She resumed her place behind the desk and answered the
summons. When she disconnected, she cast a gentle smile over our
crew. “Mrs. Calder?” Lorelei’s mother popped up. “Please go on
in.”

The ten-foot-high double doors swallowed
Lorelei’s mom like the yawning maw of the Grand Canyon. The doors
closed behind her with the hint of a click, and I couldn’t bring
myself to make eye contact with the kids lest my unease show. I had
promises to keep.

We sat in silence, sipping beverages and
finishing our snacks, until Marietta and Jane exited the executive
office ten minutes later. Glancing back over her shoulder, Jane
laughingly promised someone behind the door, deep in the recesses
of the room, to “catch up soon.”

“Let’s get a move on.” Marietta raised her
hands, fluttering her fingertips to rally our band of confused
scholars, and hustled us back the way we’d come. “We have nine
seats on a commercial flight boarding in twenty minutes, and if we
hurry, we’ll have just enough time to freshen up.”

Marietta trooped through the airport,
shepherding our convoy, encouraging haste. Brock’s head swiveled
back and forth as he jogged along next to Jane and whispered his
concern. “Ms. Mackey, how’s this going to work? I’m sure you
noticed there are eleven of us.”

“We need Mr. Calder to take charge of the
males on the trip, and Mrs. Calder’s psychology skills always come
in handy. In addition, Ms. Lavigne is already booked on the same
flight, so Ms. Wilk and I will take the next available seats.”

Brock grunted and hustled ahead to join his
friends.

My eyes opened wide, and I swallowed hard.
Our principal, Mr. Phil Ganka, had recruited a fellow math teacher,
ZaZa Lavigne, to assist in supervising our kids for our long trip
and provide an extra pair of hands in Atlanta, but she’d taken care
to settle her own travel plans and accommodations. It seemed the
less she and I interacted, the better. Once upon a time, ZaZa and I
had been friends while attending school at the Royal Holloway in
London and getting a degree in mathematical cryptanalysis, until
the man she secretly had her heart set on fell in love with me.

“Jane, do you think this is the best course
of action?” I whispered. Even though I was happy to avoid taking
the same flight as ZaZa, I had a few misgivings. I didn’t expect
much from her. She’d given our kids bad advice the first time she
supervised their performance. They didn’t totally trust her
judgement, and neither did I.

“I had a three-way conversation with Mr.
Ganka and ZaZa. She promised to do her job and is perfectly willing
and able to be the teacher contact until we get to Atlanta. She’ll
connect our kids with the real brains behind this group. You and I
know Dorene is the most important adult mentor in our
equation.”

I nodded. “She groomed the kids to be the
winners they are, knowing the ups and downs, the ins and outs of
any legal issue. We have the best attorney coach in the nation, and
she’s already got her fancy footwear on the ground in Atlanta. We,
my friend, are merely window dressing.”

“Fairly swanky window dressing, you have to
admit.” Jane framed her beautiful face with her elegant fingers and
batted her eyelashes. “And we shouldn’t get in too far behind their
landing time. There’s even a slight chance we might land before
them. Don’t worry. Between the Calders and Dorene, they won’t even
miss us.”

I thought I’d remind her about our earliest
beginnings and give credence to the work she and I had done during
the year leading up to the competition, but at this point, the
students were so proficient, all we did was escort them to and from
the various competitions and take care of paperwork.

“How are we getting there?”

“One of my dad’s newly minted commercial
pilots is making a return trip to Atlanta. We can hitch a ride, but
the plane isn’t big enough for all of us.”

I started to nod my head.

She continued, “I wouldn’t want the kids to
ride along in case something should happen to put them in jeopardy,
however unlikely.”

My head stopped mid-nod. She continued, “And
our permission slips only cover transportation explicitly spelled
out prior to our leaving Columbia.” I chewed on the inside of my
cheek. The timing issue left us with few options, but my mind
reeled, and a chill darted up my spine as I tried to settle the
restlessness fluttering around in my own stomach. I wished our
original travel plans had worked out.

The kids and the Calders had minutes to
spare and stopped briefly at the restrooms across from the gate.
Emerging, I found every seat in the waiting area full and spotted
ZaZa (she was hard to miss). I gave a tentative wave. She sashayed
to the edge of her row of seats, rhythmically clacking her black
Louboutin stilettos, taking stock of the kids, and greeting Jane.
One corner of her mouth inched its way into a smirk, and she said
in her heavy French accent, “Here you are needing my help again,
Katie. I promise I will take terrific care of the team.”

“Thank you.” My heart pounded in my chest.
She had a weird way of dredging up mixed emotions. “You remember
Mrs. Calder, Lorelei’s mom? She and her husband are the parent
chaperones.” ZaZa politely extended her hand, and they shook. “And
Dorene Dvorak will meet you at the airport.” ZaZa’s grin turned
upside down, and she pouted. Dorene did not appreciate any of the
talent ZaZa saw in herself. I’d warned Marietta, and it would take
some of her best work to keep them from setting each other off.
“Jane doesn’t think we’ll be far behind. We’ll keep you posted when
we land.”

Passengers began boarding. Marietta
performed her motherly duties when their rows were called, counted
heads, nodded at Jane and me, and directed her charges toward the
attendant to have their tickets scanned.

“Be on your best behavior for the Calders,”
I called over the heads of the other travelers surging toward the
gate. “And remember, Ms. Lavigne will be watching. You know she’ll
report the smallest infraction.” I worked a smile onto my face, but
I heard my kids moan, and I tried not to sound deflated. “See you
in a few hours,” I said to their retreating backs as they
disappeared down the jetway.

“They’ll be fine, and we’ll be in the air
shortly,” said Jane, nudging my elbow. “Our flying chariot awaits.
Let’s go meet the crew.”

I trudged lamely after my best friend,
towing my carry-on, following the signs for the
terminal-to-terminal shuttle to general aviation. After a short
wait, we squeezed onto the wobbling transport, taking the last two
standing-room-only spots and hanging on for dear life.

Eight miles later, the shuttle jerked to a
stop, and we hopped off. Jane slung her designer bag over her
shoulder, threaded her arm through mine and said, “We’re off to
see—”

“Janie?” a strident voice called from behind
us.
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Jane’s fists bunched at her hips. She
scowled. “Are you following me, Wendell?”

He jogged next to her, and apparently winded
with his minor exertion, bent at the waist and clasped his hands
over his knees. “All the remaining seats to Atlanta have been taken
by some school group from Minnesota. Why they gave them
preferential treatment, I’ll never know,” he huffed, disgruntled.
“I was going to arrange private transportation, but saw you, and
I’m assuming you’re headed for Atlanta. Could I catch a ride on one
of the Sapphire planes?” When she didn’t answer, he said, “I’ll
take any destination away from here.” He stood up and took a deep
breath before adding, “And you know you owe me.”

Jane’s usually expressive warm brown eyes
cooled and projected nothing, and as she hid her true feelings, I
realized they ran very deep.

“Sorry, I shouldn’t have brought that up.”
Wendell’s tone didn’t fit his words nor the eager look on his face.
“It’s imperative I reach Atlanta as quickly as possible, and you do
have the means at your disposal.” He snagged a linen handkerchief
embroidered with a scripted red F from the rear pocket of his
khakis and swiped at the nape of his neck. “I can pay.”

Jane looked down the concourse. “Of course
you can ride with us. As you said, we have the accommodations, and
more passengers will help Dad make better use of those resources.”
She reached up and rubbed her first two fingers up and down her
forehead. “You don’t have to pay.”

“Thanks. You’re a champ.” As if he’d just
registered another person standing next to Jane, he said, “And you
are?”

“This is my friend, Katie,” said Jane.

I felt his dark eyes bore into me. “Do I
know you?” he said as he tilted his head to get a better look.

Jane read her phone screen and redirected
his train of thought. “They’re preparing for takeoff. We’d better
head to gate—”

“I know the way.” Wendell gripped the handle
on his extra-large suitcase and tipped it onto the rollers, setting
off at a brisk pace. He skirted the other passengers and crews
making their way down the concourse. “Come on,” he called over his
shoulder.

Jane lowered her head and
shook it from side to side. When she raised her eyes, she plastered
a smile on her face. “I guess we’d better catch up. Our flight crew
might not believe Wendell.” Her eyes creased at the corners. “Although that might not be all that
bad.”

A runner, yoga teacher, exercise guru, and
Tough Mudder competitor, Jane’s uncharacteristic methodical and
slow exacting pace surprisingly allowed Wendell to reach a set of
double doors about a hundred yards ahead of us. He initiated a
conversation with a man in uniform. Wendell shifted from foot to
foot as the exchange became more animated, and he raised his
unencumbered hand in exasperation, beckoning us not to tarry. By
the time Jane and I drew level, the heated conversation had exacted
a bright red hue on Wendell’s face.

“Tell him, Janie,” Wendell said in the same
whiny, entitled tenor he had when he’d budged in line in front of
Carlee.

Jane ignored him and reached out a hand to
the tall, dark, handsome man sporting four stripes on his epaulets.
“Hello, Captain. We haven’t been properly introduced yet, but I’m
Jane Mackey. I believe my dad contacted you about perhaps fixing
our transportation dilemma. We’d very much like to fly with you to
Atlanta, if that meets with your approval.”

He accepted her hand, but before the pilot
had a chance to answer, Wendell’s mouth dropped open in disbelief,
and he released another moronic query. “Who’s the boss, anyway?
Just tell them where you want to go,” he said, lifting his chin,
displaying his arrogance.

Jane turned and faced him. Her back went
rigid, and she looked much taller than her almost five feet would
allow.

“Mr. Gromm,” I warned. “I’d listen carefully
if I were you.”

With fire in her eyes, steel in her voice,
and something akin to ice in her veins, Jane stuck a finger at him
and said, “Prioritizing the safety of the passengers and crew is
paramount to Sapphire Skyway. The flights are planned with
diligence. They don’t just pop into the sky willy nilly. The crews
are professionals. Wendell, if you want the privilege of attaining
a seat on this airplane, you will be civil, you will mind every
written and unwritten suggestion in the code of sky travel ethics,
exceeding the industry standards, and you will be polite. I will
not tolerate distractions to the crew, or a disruption of Sapphire
Skyway’s service nor mistreatment of the employees or other
passengers or …” Her voice took on a razor-sharp edge and she took
one step closer to him. Nose to nose, she said, “You will walk to
Atlanta. Am I making myself clear?”

I thought I detected smoke billowing out of
his ears, but he silently acquiesced and tipped his head forward
one time. He stepped back, and I almost laughed.

Jane forced a smile and turned to the
wide-eyed pilot. “Well, what do you say?”

“The Jane Mackey,” he replied
enthusiastically, removed his cap, and bowed at the waist. He came
up with shining hazelnut eyes, and cheeks trying to tame a huge
grin. His broad shoulders jiggled a bit, restraining his laughter.
“We’ve heard about you, and we’d love to have you fly with us, Ms.
Mackey. I’m Richard.”

“Please, call me Jane. This is my friend,
Katie Wilk.” Her smile tightened almost imperceptibly, and she
pointed her thumb at him. “And he’s Wendell Gromm. Just tell us
when and where you want us, and we’ll try to stay out of your way
so you can get this show on the road, or rather, in the sky.”

Richard’s smile dropped from his lips, and
he stammered, “I am the captain, and I have about two dozen more
trips than my co-pilot, but I’m sure your dad shared this is only
my second lead flight from Detroit to Atlanta.”

“I also know you’re a qualified pilot or you
wouldn’t be in my father’s employ.”

Richard finger-combed through his very short
hair. He secured a captain’s cap on his head, nodded, and unlocked
the door opening into the bright sunshine. The three of us followed
him down the ramp and onto the tarmac. He passed a grounds crew
delivering boxes of cargo and stopped at the base of a set of
stairs to a white, black, and silver plane with sapphire-blue
highlights. He pivoted to face us and beamed.

A genuine smile opened in Jane’s face, and
she announced, appreciatively, “Cessna Citation Sovereign Plus.”
She laid her open palm on the fuselage and recited, “Sixty-three
feet six inches long, twenty feet four inches high, with a range of
almost three thousand nautical miles and a true air speed of four
hundred sixty knots. Pratt and Whitney 306D engines. This baby’s
spectacular.”

Richard nodded his head and gestured for us
to ascend the stairs. Wendell tramped up first. We followed and
were greeted at the top of the stairs by an attractive flight
attendant with surprise in her blue eyes. She tugged at the collar
of her crisp white shirt and adjusted her skirt while scrutinizing
our disparate threesome. “What’s going on?”

There must be something in the water. She
was the second woman in less than an hour to exceed
five-feet-ten-inches. In the flight attendant’s three-inch heels,
she hovered nearly a foot above Jane. Her intense eyes looked past
us and sought some kind of confirmation from Richard who gave it. I
couldn’t tell if she was pleased or unhappy.

“We’re waiting for the first officer, but
I’ll begin the pre-flight check if you can get our passengers
situated,” said Richard as he headed toward the front of the
Citation.

“Late as usual,” she said, forcing a smile.
Her curly light brown hair bounced as she greeted us. “Welcome. We
weren’t expecting any passengers, so our provisions are limited and
definitely not up to Sapphire Skyway standards.” She checked the
watch on her wrist. “I have just enough time to run and procure
something if you’ve a special requirement.”

Jane squelched the peep forming on Wendall’s
tongue, speaking for all of us. “Whatever you have will be
perfectly fine. I’m Jane Mackey.”

A glint shown in the attendant’s eyes and a
huge smile graced her face. “I’ve heard so much about you. What an
opportunity. Welcome aboard.”

It seemed everyone related to Sapphire
Skyway knew of Jane. Maybe I’d learn more about her. I’d certainly
take the opportunity to ask questions and listen.

Wendell clenched his jaw, barreling past the
flight attendant and onto the plane. He tossed a worn backpack into
the front closet and proceeded to thump his huge suitcase over the
metal threshold, banging the sides of his case against the interior
wall. The attendant raised her eyebrows.

Jane said, “Don’t worry. I’ll figure out
where we’ll secure his bag.”

The attendant shrugged a what-can-you-do and
said, “I’m Dianne.” She stepped back to let Jane and me enter, and
I couldn’t believe my eyes.
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The breathtaking opulence and brilliant
illumination stopped me cold. Luxurious, broad, creamy streamlined
leather seats in ecru, trimmed with a light tan, lined both sides
of a wide plush carpeted aisle. Lights shone from
everywhere—recessed in the ceiling and on the floor, embedded in
the walls, affixed under the counters—and emphasized the gleaming
polished brass fixtures.

Wendell unfolded a nice-sized collapsible
table and tossed his briefcase on top. Oblivious to his
surroundings, ignoring them at any rate, he unloaded the contents.
Jane nudged his suitcase out of the aisle with her knee, aiming for
the rear of the cabin.

“Hey, what do you think you’re doing?” By
the time he finished his question, he’d choked back his anger.

Jane narrowed her eyes. “Your job. I’m
stowing your luggage.” She gave the hard-sided gray bag one final
shove into the internally accessible baggage compartment and
slammed the door.

I still hadn’t moved from the entry,
drinking in the warm wood accents in a walnut veneer and reveling
in the classical music playing softly in the background. Dianne
took my carry-on and set it in the front storage unit. As I stepped
inside the spacious cabin, I ducked, not quite certain my head
wouldn’t bump the ceiling, and ambled past a buffed white
marble-topped counter accommodating a glistening La Spaziale
espresso machine, a Plexor rapid cook microwave, and a tall, fully
stocked fridge with sparkling glass doors. The interior lights on
the upper cabinet illuminated crystal glassware, alphabetized
bottles of high-end liquor, and canned and bottled beverages lined
up in order by height.

I’d never seen anything like the aircraft
and carefully followed the row of lights in the sunken floor,
sliding onto a heavenly cushioned chair. The comfortable seat
gently swiveled and the button on the side allowed me to recline at
an infinite number of angles.

Dianne watched my reaction with a gleam in
her eye. I intended to give her effusive praise, but my phone rang.
I read the screen and answered with a twinge of apprehension.

“Marietta?”

“Katie, we’re all fine and about to take
off. I primed the kids in a role-playing game to make Ms. Lavigne
feel like she’s in charge, but it was a tough sell.” She chortled.
“I can see why.”

“I never would have thought of that tactic,
but as you know, they are very talented actors. I think that’s what
contributed to getting them where they are today. Thank you.”

“No problem. Do you have your flying orders
yet?”

“I am sitting in one of Sapphire Skyway’s
Citations.”

“Oooh. I’ve been researching Jane’s dad’s
company. Not too shabby. My husband is jealous.”

“It is nice. Jane has complete confidence in
the pilot, and I met him, but I’m sure the other parents will be
happiest and less nervous knowing their children are flying with a
well-established crew. We shouldn’t be far behind you.”

“Fair skies, Katie.”

“Thanks. And to you, Marietta.”

No sooner had we disconnected, when Pete
called. “Hi, Beautiful. Everything okay?”

My face warmed. “Hey, there.” Dr. Pete
Erickson’s calm, mellow voice had a soothing effect, and some of my
stress evaporated. I gave him a short version of our trip
highlights and delighted in admitting to traveling in Sapphire
Skyway elegance. “Can you believe our luck?”

“I’m not sure your students will think being
saddled with the sage on the stage is lucky. Is everything working
out?”

“Hold on. I’m converting to screen so you
can take in the sights too.” When Pete’s handsome face filled the
display, I almost forgot why I wanted to switch over. The twinkle
in his chocolate-brown eyes made my heart flip. I mentally shook my
head and reluctantly turned the camera away from his chiseled chin
and broad grin to view my surroundings, alighting on the galley,
the seats, the ceiling and floor, the bright lights, skimming by
the stooped figure of Wendell, and landing on Jane. I noticed her
googly eyes and the phone in her hand as she waved and determined
she must be talking to her fiancé, Drew.

Pete chuckled. “Flying in style, I see, and
you’ll get a few hours reprieve before you have to take over your
role as guide on the side.”

I heard a voice from behind him. “Dr.
Erickson, you’re wanted in Triage Three.”

Nurse Susie Teasdale, nee Kelton, and I
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