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  _____________




  “What happens if lightning hits the plane?” The little girl turned from the window to look at her brother who sat between us. I recognized the expression in her

  worried brown eyes. She thought her big brother, who was at most nine or ten, had all the answers. The two of them reminded me of Danny and myself when we were kids, although they looked nothing at

  all like we did. They were both redheads, while Danny had been—and still was—blue-eyed and flaxen-haired, and I was a brown-eyed brunette. Still, the way the girl turned to her brother,

  the way she looked up at him as though he was the smartest boy in the world . . . that had been me and Danny.




  The truth was, right now nearly everything I saw or heard or felt reminded me of my brother.




  “It’s not going to hit the plane,” the boy said. “At least, it better not.” He turned to look at me as though I might know the answer, but I’d been wondering

  the same thing. Here we were, suspended thirty-five thousand feet above the Atlantic on a pitch-black night, while lightning pierced the sky outside our small window.




  “I’m not sure what happens,” I said. I was only seventeen. This was my first flight ever and I’d had no time to prepare myself for the experience, nor did I really care.

  The flight wasn’t important. It was getting to the hospital in Germany that mattered. “But the one thing I do know,” I said to the children, “is that the

  pilot’s had lots of training and has probably flown through hundreds of storms. He’ll know what he’s doing.”




  “Right.” The boy looked at his sister with a grown-up sort of confidence that touched me, because surely he was afraid, too. Their mother was in front of us with two younger

  children, one of whom had not stopped crying since we took off a little more than an hour ago. “The pilot’s had tons of training for storms and stuff,” the boy said to the

  wide-eyed little girl. “He’s probably been through lots worse than this.”




  The plane suddenly dipped like a roller coaster and the little girl let out a cry. Her brother took her hand. I wished I had someone to hold mine. While I considered myself an adult in all other

  matters, tonight I felt like a child.




  I shut my eyes and rested my head against the back of the seat. It was going to be a very long night.




  “Excuse me, miss?”




  I opened my eyes to see one of the flight attendants standing next to my seat. The pin on her collar said Julianne, but she looked too old for the name. Her chin-length brown hair was

  dusted with wisps of white. “Yes?” I said.




  The plane gave a toss to the left and Julianne held onto the back of the seat in front of me to stay upright. “Is your name Riley MacPherson?” she asked.




  Oh, God. I wanted to tell her “no” to stop whatever words she was about to say next. Her smile was warm, though. She wouldn’t be smiling if she had terrible news.

  Besides, how could she possibly know anything?




  “Yes.” I spoke so quietly I was sure she couldn’t hear me over the sound of the engine and the wailing toddler in the seat in front of me.




  “Please get your carry-on and come with me,” she said. “We’re moving you.” Her smile was wide now, but my heart nearly stopped beating. Why would they move me?

  Could they have gotten word in the cockpit that Danny had died and they wanted to tell me in private?




  The plane took a nauseating tumble as I got to my feet, and Julianne had to help me pull my small, hastily packed suitcase out of the overhead bin. I waved goodbye to the little girl and her

  brother. I tried to smile at them but I knew by the flat expressions they gave me in return that I had failed. I followed Julianne up the long aisle of the plane, my eyes already filling with

  tears.




  We reached the curtain that separated the economy cabin from first class, and she pulled it aside. I followed her into the dim and far quieter atmosphere of first class.




  Julianne suddenly stopped walking. “This is your new seat,” she said, pointing to two roomy leather first-class seats, both of them empty. She took my suitcase from my hand and

  lifted it easily into the overhead bin. “Go ahead,” she said. “Sit down and buckle up.”




  “I don’t understand,” I said, lowering myself into the aisle seat. “I didn’t pay for—”




  “Move over and I’ll explain.” She motioned toward the window seat and I slid into it. As she sat down next to me, the light above our seats illuminated her gray eyes and the

  freckles on the bridge of her nose. “Buckle your seatbelt,” she reminded me.




  I did as she asked, my gaze never leaving her face as I tried to read her expression.




  “So, you spoke with one of the other flight attendants when you boarded,” she said, once I was safely buckled in. “Robert?”




  “I don’t know his name,” I said.




  “Well, he told me where you’re going and why.” She smoothed a strand of her hair behind her ear. “I have a nephew in Afghanistan,” she said. “I’m really

  close to him—it’s like he’s my own son—and I can picture myself in your place all too easily.”




  “Oh,” I said, relieved. She didn’t know anything about Danny’s condition. I would be able to live in welcome ignorance for another six hours or so.




  “I’m so glad we had empty seats up here in first class,” Julianne said. “That doesn’t happen very often, and we want you to be comfortable on this

  flight.”




  “That’s so nice of you,” I said.




  She started to stand up, then stopped herself. “Why are you alone, though?” she asked, her forehead lined with worry. “You’re only . . . how old are you?”




  “Seventeen.”




  “And you look even younger than that. Are your parents . . . is your family already over there?”




  I shook my head. “They couldn’t come,” I said, “so I told them I would go, but I’m afraid by the time I get there . . .”




  “Shh.” She squeezed my hand where it rested on my thigh. “Only positive thoughts, okay?” she said. “Can I announce it? We can get this whole planeful of people

  praying for your brother. What’s his name? Or is that too private?”




  “Danny,” I said, overwhelmed by the thought of a planeful of prayers. They couldn’t hurt. “Daniel MacPherson.”




  “Were you close?”




  I winced at her use of the past tense. Once again, I wondered if she knew something I didn’t.




  “Yes, we’re close,” I said, although it wasn’t the truth. Somehow my brother and I had lost our closeness. I felt as though I didn’t know him any longer.




  “I hope he’ll come through this okay.” Julianne got to her feet. “What can I get you to drink?” she asked. “And here.” She took a pillow from another

  empty seat and dropped it next to me. “Here’s an extra pillow for you.”




  I tucked the pillow between my shoulder and the window. “Nothing to drink right now, thank you,” I said.




  “You need anything at all, you just call for me, all right?” Another spear of lightning cut across the sky outside the window, illuminating her face.




  “I do have a question maybe you could answer,” I said.




  She raised her eyebrows, waiting.




  “Can lightning strike the plane?” I asked.




  She laughed as she sat down again. “Lightning hits planes all the time,” she said. “It just bounces off, so nothing to worry about. And anyway, most of that lightning is far,

  far away from us. The pilot’s doing all she can to avoid the storms.”




  “She?” I asked, surprised.




  “Captain Hobert. She’s been flying forever.” She smiled as she got to her feet. “She’s even older than me, so you know she’s seen her share of

  storms.”




  Once Julianne left, I got up and walked back to the economy section of the plane. The aisle seemed even longer to me now as I made my way to my old seat. I sat down next to the boy.




  “Where did you go?” the little girl asked. Either she or her brother had pulled the shade on the window, and I guessed they didn’t want to watch the light show any longer.




  “I’m sitting up there now.” I pointed toward the front of the plane. “But I wanted to let you know that I found out that lightning strikes planes all the time and nothing

  bad ever happens. It just bounces right off.”




  The boy smiled. “Cool.” He turned to his sister. “I told you it was nothing to worry about.”




  “And our pilot is a woman,” I added.




  “No way!” He looked a little worried about that revelation, but I felt comforted. I thought a woman would be less likely to take risks in a storm. She would get us safely where we

  needed to go.




  By the time I returned to my new seat the plane was rocking and rolling worse than ever, and I buckled my seatbelt tightly across my hips. I wrapped up in the thin blue blanket

  Julianne had given me, pulled the shade against the storm outside and shut my eyes. Just as I was beginning to drift off to sleep, the loudspeaker coughed into life.
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