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alling down a well was both the best and worst thing that ever
happened to my granddaughter. She was a Disney princess to me, but a
comic sidekick to her classmates, who’d never been kissed by a boy—or I
suppose by a girl—been asked to a dance, or chosen for any role in a school
production that did not conceal her face.
Most people under twenty probably don’t know what a well is. Haven’t
seen one. Probably think it’s just something you say when you need to buy
time, like like, or when someone asks you how you’re feeling, although I
guess these days everyone says good or OK, or nothing at all, opting for an
emoji instead. Do kids even talk anymore, in the crowded loneliness of their
bedrooms? Did Amanda even scream when she fell down the well? Or did
she just send a screaming emoji?
So, when millions of kids all over the globe saw the headline, they shared
via social media:

Girl Plummets Down Well
More than plenty had to Google well to comprehend its meaning.
I’m sure she got at least half a million hits just from image searches that
returned a picture of an oil rig in the North Sea. Geez, her international peer
group must have thought, or words or emojis to that effect. A girl has fallen
thousands of feet smack into a tidal wave. I hope she’s more Kate than
Leonardo.
The headline came from a national reporter whose news organization knew
how to hack the local 911 dispatcher. This because they were in Iowa
during campaign season and the media, the candidates, and even certain
foreign governments were trying every trick in the book to gain an
advantage.
911 Dispatcher: What’s the address of your emergency?

Amanda (crying): Don’t you have GPS?
911 Dispatcher: Please give me your address.
Amanda: I’m at the bottom of a fucking well! I don’t think they have
addresses in wells.
911 Dispatcher: Are you in a safe location?
Amanda: Hellooooooo! Bottom of a WELL.
911 Dispatcher: Do you have injuries?
Amanda: Do you think I could fall down a well and NOT have injuries? I’m
not a cat.
911 Dispatcher: I’m sending help right away. What’s your name, honey?
Amanda: Don’t you have caller ID? Owwwwwww! I think both my ankles
are broken! And I’m like in two feet of muddy water. And I just bought
these shoes. It’s a miracle my phone worked. It really is water resistant.
911 Dispatcher: Is that you Amanda Dizon? It’s me, Emma Jackson.
Amanda: Who?
911 Dispatcher: I’m a friend of your mom’s. I wanted to go to nursing
school but couldn’t afford the tuition. And a job opened here.
Amanda (frantically): I’m in a well on our farm. You know where that is? I
can’t believe you don’t have GPS.
911 Dispatcher: Oh, we have GPS. But it’s in the script to ask your address.
Maybe it’s a backup, or to calm you down.
Amanda: It did the opposite. It made me think I’d die here.
911 Dispatcher: Take some deep breaths, babe. Help is on the way. It
sounds like you aren’t seriously hurt or in danger. Try to think of something
else.

Amanda (taking deep breaths): OK. Have you ever gotten any calls from
murderers on the job?
911 Dispatcher: You know how many murders we have in Iowa,
sweetheart? This isn’t Chicago.
Amanda: So, what’s the most exciting call you’ve gotten?
911 Dispatcher: This one!
Amanda: Really?
911 Dispatcher: How many people fall down wells? You think they fall
down wells in Chicago? If you survive, you’re gonna be famous!
*
The first flashlight down the well was from the cell phone of the national
reporter, who beat the fire department by three minutes.
Her photographer was still in the shower, so she took some quick pictures
with her phone.
National Reporter: What’s your PingPong name, kid?
Amanda: I can’t believe these questions today! You’re not here to rescue
me?
National Reporter: Only from obscurity, babe. I’d record an interview but
the acoustics are terrible.
Amanda: I’ve fallen down a well. I’m hurt and wet and scared. Don’t you
care?
National Reporter: Of course I care. But I don’t have all day. The EMTs
will be here any minute, not to mention my competition.
Amanda: My PingPong name is Amanda911. Because my life is an
emergency. Get it? Joke’s on me, I guess. Why do you want it?

National Reporter: I’m going to link it in my story so people can ask you
questions.
Amanda: How long do you think I’m gonna be down here?
National Reporter: And so we can text if you’re no longer able to use your
voice.
Amanda: Why would I lose my voice?!
National Reporter: Damn. I hear sirens.
*
Throughout modern history there have been numerous cases of children,
usually babies, falling down wells, capturing media attention and raising the
blood pressure of the nation in which they occurred.
But none has garnered as much attention over so brief a time as my
granddaughter’s.
Perhaps the most famous antecedent was the case of Baby Jessica, who fell
down a backyard well in 1987, in the glacial age of television. It took over
two days to rescue her, but to the nation it felt like two years.
From the time of the 911 call it took only 47 minutes for the fire department
to rescue my granddaughter, but in the lightspeed internet age it might as
well have been two years. By the time she reached the hospital she had two
broken ankles and six million PingPong followers.
*
The well was only twenty feet deep, but in the internet imagination it was
two thousand. The fire crew had barely lowered a rope with a harness
before GIFs were circulating showing a Disney princess clinging to a
handsome prince lowered by helicopter above the raging North Sea.
Amanda had started the day with three followers. Now she had two million
times that. Not to mention eight million likes for her four posts of her black
cat, Luna, taken in the first fifteen minutes after she had created her

account. And somewhere between tightening the harness herself around her
boney shoulders and digging her bitten fingernails into the fireman’s hand,
she amassed $23,000 in a MakeItRain account.
*
How did this happen?
First, the reporter was a TV personality and bestselling author as well as the
political correspondent for a major newspaper. By posting Amanda’s story,
with journalistic exaggeration of course, and by including her PingPong
link, she created a minor sensation. But what made my granddaughter a
major sensation were the presidential candidates, who lost no time reposting
the tragedy and rescue on their own pages, exploiting the incident for their
own Machiavellian ends.
At the hospital they tripped over each other to photobomb her fifteen
minutes/seconds/nanoseconds? of fame.
Even the president couldn’t resist, Photoshopping himself with Amanda
from her knees up with the captions:

American wells are safe!
and

Drill deeper!
Meanwhile my granddaughter, her left ankle in a cast and her right ankle in
a brace, lay in a hospital room that was private in name only.
The candidates were eagerly taking selfies with her, pushing aside her
parents—my daughter and son-in-law.
Hey, that’s my phone! one of the candidates said, reaching for Amanda’s
phone while she was busy scrolling through a galaxy of breathless
questions.

Is this the new taking candy from babies? another candidate taunted,
snapping a picture.
But I left my phone in the library three nights ago and it has a Mt.
Rushmore case just like this one—
Snap snap snap. Now all the other candidates were documenting the
controversy. Pundits would later claim this as the reason for a three percent
drop in his poll numbers.
Amanda awoke from her scrolling trance.
Do you want your phone back? I found it under a table. The librarian said
he’s a libertarian and doesn’t believe in ‘Lost and Found.’ He restored it to
factory settings and said, ‘Now you’re a capitalist.’ It saved my life today, I
think. My other phone was a Huawei flip phone. Why didn’t you activate
Find My Phone? Can I keep it, pleeeeease? I’ll tell my parents to vote for
you.
The candidate slunk away, while the others signed her cast and took
pictures of what would, in half an hour, be the most famous ankles in the
world, leading one Singaporean entrepreneur to create a virtual ankle cast
app, where anyone could write a message for Amanda, to post and share.
This app led, as might have been foreseen, to a good deal of pornographic
Amanda’s Ankles posts, and by night’s end Interpol cracked a pedophilia
ring in Frankfurt that had debased my innocent granddaughter in ways I
will not mention. Such are the vicissitudes of our Digital Age that a sixteenyear-old girl raised in a cornfield could be both the beneficiary of enough
funds to buy a car and the victim of an international criminal enterprise in
the space of twenty-four hours.
*
Where are my shoes?
Indeed, by the time the candidates had all left and her parents were able to
get in a group hug, Amanda noticed she was barefoot below the ankle cast
and brace.

She shouted at a nurse who was too busy saving Amanda’s life to answer
trivial questions, like, “Where are my shoes?”
She texted on her PingPong:
Thanks for all the thoughts and prayers and likes and follows! I’m
really in shock. I’d love to read all your comments and questions but
that would take a gazillion years! So, I’ll just reply to a few:
No, I don’t have a boyfriend.
Yes, I’m straight.
I’m 16. Stalkers beware!
It happened at 7:00 a.m. Before school.
My parents were already at school.
Their school, where they teach, duh.
How could I not be a virgin if I don’t have a boyfriend? Don’t answer
that!
You think I jumped?
You tell me how to milk a cow.
No, I wasn’t with a boy.
No, I wasn’t lured.
I have no idea what petroleum tastes like. Do you?
I don’t know if I could see the stars from down there. I was too busy
panicking.
I know I’m lucky. But I’m bummed about my shoes. Just bought them.
Saved my allowance for a month.
Vans. Posting the model now.
Food coming. Yay! Gotta go.

You guys want a pic of my tray? Really? You know it’s hospital food?
*
While Amanda eats the most Liked Salisbury steak in the world, let us
catch our breath and catch up, because it’s going to be a fast rollercoaster
from here on out and I don’t know when I’ll have another chance to fill you
in.
Amanda was born on a farmhouse that belonged to my father and then to
me. But by the time I divorced my wife and exiled myself to Paris and
Bangkok and Buenos Aires to write the Great American Novel, it was no
longer a working farm.
Carole, Amanda’s mother—my daughter—was a creature that has become
almost as rare as the unicorns that graced Amanda’s walls—a rural
Midwestern hippie liberal. She got her degree in Education but dreamed of
reclaiming our ancestral roots and becoming a farmer.
Instead of teaching her the Classics, I should have let her watch Green
Acres, because she married her own Eddie Albert transplant from the
Northeast, a Reagan Democrat with a Master of Economics, and they
promptly went bankrupt farming soybeans and had to teach Reading and
Social Studies to future baristas at the local elementary school.
I would have bailed them out, except I was teaching English myself at the
time to future migrant caregivers in Playa del Sur, Nicaragua for five dollars
a day.
The bank sold the land to a multinational corporation for pennies on the
dollar, but under the terms of the bankruptcy agreement Amanda’s parents
got to keep the two-story farmhouse, the crumbling garage, and an acre plot
out back, including a moribund well, that for reasons still not explained was
never sealed, but that did, to my best recollection, have a hinged wooden
cover.
*

Meanwhile my ex, Carole’s mother—Amanda’s grandmother—out blacksheeped me by discovering that she was a lesbian and subsequently moving
all the way to the next town to cohabitate with a series of handbagrenouncing lovers.
Against this tapestry of unwoven threads Amanda entered the world. The
name Amanda means worthy of love. And all of us probably could have
loved her better and accepted her for the ordinary child she was. For most
of her childhood she wished she could disappear into another world, like
Alice down the rabbit hole, or like the heroine in her favorite story,
Coraline, through a magical door in her house.
*
Her parents believed that LED screens were the new tobacco, and when a
tablet her grandmother had given her one year for Christmas broke after
falling off the kitchen table during a heated argument over who ate the last
Krispy Kreme, Amanda was left with only a Huawei flip phone to connect
with the world at large.
Which was why she was at the library that night when she found the
candidate’s iPhone. She went almost every evening to use the computers
and printer to do her homework.
*
Statisticians claim some of us have to be average, there’s just no way to
work around that. To say that Amanda was average is probably padding her
youthful resumé. Her grades were C’s, except for her parents’ classes in the
fourth grade where, mortified and traumatized by pressure both from her
peers for special favors and her parents for special effort, she got D’s, and
counseling.
She had average tastes, following fashions in clothes, boy bands and sugary
foods. Unicorns and Hello Kitty, naturally. Rainbows and glitter lipstick.
I found her insipid, to be honest, but hoped she’d grow out of it. During a
brief visit to Iowa during her ninth year, we had nothing to talk about. I
bought her bubble gum ice cream and called it a day.

*
Her parents expected her to be exceptional, to grow like the corn, and
launch out of Iowa like a Saturn rocket. They thought education was the
ticket to future success, forgetting that many children of ambitious,
educated parents are intimidated by their example and just want to live until
they don’t anymore.
By the time Amanda had passed out of middle school, after the fortune
spent on counseling and tutoring and introductory lessons in piano, violin,
electric guitar, ballet and jazz dance, tennis and fencing, they abandoned
their dreams of a Marvel heroine daughter to search for vomit in her toilet,
OxyContin in her jewelry box, razor marks on her arms. Amanda, in their
eyes, became the absence of horrific things that could happen to her.
*
And then she fell down a well. Their well! A peril that had been there
forever, within view of the kitchen window, but that no one noticed
anymore, if indeed they ever had.
Carole prided herself that though her only child excelled in nothing, at least
she was healthy and safe. If she raised her daughter to maturity without
addictions, repeated grades, or eating disorders she could count herself
among the parenting elite. Her daughter might never be a Marvel goddess,
but she herself would be a Parenting Superhero.
*
How many times have I told you to block up that fucking well? Carole
shouted at her husband as they raced from school to the hospital.
It was covered up!
Obviously not! You may think our daughter’s Coraline, but she can’t slip
through stone and wood.
When did this become my responsibility? If you wanted it sealed up, you
should have sealed it up yourself.

Our daughter could be taking her last breaths and you’re triggering me with
micro aggressions? Everything is political with you.
She broke a couple bones. The doctor said she didn’t even hit her head. Will
you slow down please? Or we’ll need a family room in the ICU.
*
I’m so thankful you’re all right! Carole said, smothering Amanda with
kisses.
Robert, the father, crept in for the group hug already described.
I’m not all right, Amanda corrected. But look, I’ve got six million
followers!
Do you need a blanket? Are you cold? Where are your socks?
Where are my shoes? I wasn’t wearing socks. And no, I’m not cold. I didn’t
fall into a frozen well.
I’m so sorry, pumpkin. It’s all our fault. I told your father a thousand times
to seal up that well.
*
Soon the media pushed their way in, and it took all the doctors on staff to
push them back out. But Amanda wouldn’t let them expel her classmates,
who spilled out into the corridor. Girls who had never made eye contact
with her before caressed her cast enviously. And even the cute boys bent
down to take selfies with her.
You’ll follow me back now, won’t you? Promise? said all the teens who had
not followed her until just a few minutes ago.
This is huge! You’re huge! her best friend, Nicole, exclaimed, draping her
Stranger Things backpack over the 2 Visitors Maximum sign. Nicole was
a popular girl, already had her driver’s license, a trail of ex-boyfriends from
school, and a RomeoChat college-age boyfriend she had yet to meet, in St.
Louis. But unfortunately, Nicole’s popularity didn’t help Amanda become

popular as well, which was probably Nicole’s intent, as I suspect she
befriended her in the first place because Amanda was an immobile admirer
and in no way a threat. So Nicole strategically compartmentalized her social
life between the cheerleader clique and the Diversity Crew, where Amanda
had her friends.
You’ll be the most popular girl in school! yelled a girl who sat behind
Amanda in Science class, yet probably couldn’t have told you the color of
her hair. (Brown, with vermillion highlights.)
You’ll be the most popular teen in Iowa! said an older boy who was a star
wide receiver on the football team. Can I have a kiss?
Yes!!!
No!!! her mother intervened.
Countless daydreamed hours, tears, scribbled notes unsent about a boy,
about many boys, about that first wondrous kiss, and here it was
unprompted, unplanned, without even having to get out of bed, from a star
football player no less, a tall and ripped senior!
And her mom had to intercept.
The most popular teen in Iowa? shouted another voice, above the din. By
tomorrow you could be the most famous girl in the world!
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