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A Matter of Time

By Emery C. Walters


Chapter 1

June first, and here was Jack, finally out of
college and off for his first vacation in years, or so it seemed.
He was on a plane to Maui. Of course, it would be a working
vacation, and although it was an unpaid internship, it would be on
a boat part of the time, and he’d probably make some money in tips.
And hey, it was on Maui! He just hoped he wouldn’t be sea sick.
He’d never really been on a boat, much.

Jack, originally named Jacob Divinity Alder
after his grandparents, was just leaving college at age barely
twenty-one, and would be attending the University of Michigan
Master’s Program in the fall. For now, however, he was free and
adult and away from home.

Yeah, college. Living at home with dear old
Mom and Dad had sucked. And don’t forget Grandpa, who had come to
live with them due to failing health. And don’t forget the girl
next door, Flossie the Floozie, the one who loved him, and as far
as his parents knew, he loved in return.

They would kill him if they knew. They’d
martyr him, neuter him, kick him out of the house. And her? She’d
kill what was left of him. Living at home had been the only way he
could afford college He wanted this Master’s program as well, and
who knew what lay beyond? But he had to keep a secret in order to
keep himself in funds for all this. He wasn’t smart enough for a
full scholarship, though he had several Regent’s awards, and he
wasn’t wise enough to figure out how to both work and pay the
expenses. Sure, he knew other people did it all the time, and he
always marveled at the fact.

The only person who knew his secret was Sal,
Salvatore Moretti. Next to Jack’s short, fiery red-gold hair and
gray/green eyes, Sal’s curly black hair and dark brown eyes were
almost shocking. It was like beauty and the beast, only, you know,
different. They were both beautiful. Sitting over coffee at one of
the many coffee houses on Main Street, or bent over each other
naked in Sal’s bedroom, they make a striking, eye-satisfying
picture. You almost, or maybe you did, want to join them.

Jack had spent the entire flight from
Detroit-Metro to SeaTac huffily replaying how horrible his
so-called friends and loved ones had been to him when they’d first
met each other. You’d think since they both said they loved him,
and he cared dutifully about them, that they would have liked each
other, but it hadn’t worked out that way. To whit:

Sal hissed: “You fucked that slut?”

Flossie cried: “Who is this? What is he to
you? I thought we were going to get married when you finished
college!”

Sal, rolling his eyes: “Bitch, please. Anyone
who can take it up the ass like he can and come as hard as he does
has no use for someone like you. You can’t do anything for him.”
Sal then examined his nails, his eyebrows raised.

Flossie: “That’s absolutely disgusting! I
don’t believe you!”

Sal, getting into Flossie’s face: “Oh honey,
if you could have seen how far he shot and his O-face you’d
understand. By the way, who the hell does your make-up, Pennywise
the Clown?”

Flossie tossed her blonde, highlighted,
freshly-back-in-style pageboy. “Why you—we’re going to get married!
You are so out of here, you, you, degenerate man whore!”

Sal’s patented eye roll looked like it hurt
him. “Just what are you going to offer when he wants to suck a
dick, your nose? And oh look, you’ve got a little bit of nose-jizz
hanging off…”

Jack didn’t stay to hear any more. All the
time they’d been talking, right in the middle of the Italian
restaurant, he’d been backing toward the hallway that led to the
bathrooms and the side door. He was dying inside, and oddly enough,
horny as hell on the outside. Sal would win, because he had the
truth on his side, unfortunate though it must sound being dragged
out in public. Everything Sal said was true. Jack just didn’t want
the whole restaurant to hear it. It was a small town and his
parents would hear about it eventually. And he hadn’t really wanted
to break up with Flossie; they were planning on sharing an
off-campus apartment together in the fall. His father had already
put a deposit on it and his mother was already picking out
drapes.

Jack was afraid to go home. He didn’t even go
get his car. Flossie had a key; she could drive herself home. She
already thought of it as their car anyhow. How had he let this get
so out of hand? How had he actually had sex with her, (had he
really? He’d been so drunk that night, maybe he hadn’t) and why in
hell had he thought getting her and Sal together was a great
idea?

Walking along the alley, he pulled out his
cell phone and dialed home. His mother picked up. “Mom,” he started
hesitantly. “There’s something going down that I want to warn you
about.”

Mom didn’t sound right. She sniffed audibly.
Her voice was cold steel. “You,” she got out. “You need to go to a
hotel. Then you need to take a bus to the airport. We moved your
flight up to tomorrow. I hate what you’ve done to that poor, sweet
girl, going out with another girl. Oh yes, don’t deny it, we know
everything about Sally!”

No you don’t, Jack wanted to say, a minor
victory in this war.

“Where are you? Dad will pick you up and
bring you your suitcase. I threw some clothes in there and Dad
printed out your boarding pass. We think you should just cut this
short and get out of town. Maybe you two sweethearts can work this
out while you’re gone. And don’t bother seeing this Sally person
anymore.” He could hear his mother take a deep breath. She sighed.
She whimpered just a little tiny bit. “I know how boys are. It was
just a moment of temptation, a weakness, a flaw. Why, once your
father even…but I forgave him, and I hope Flossie will forgive you
too.”

He told her where he was, and waited, out of
sight, until his father pulled up. He climbed into the car, and his
father reached over and shook his hand. “You sly dog!” he fawned.
“The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree!”

Now Jack wanted to whimper. His father,
however, went on proudly. “I must say, that Sally must be a looker,
with that deep voice, and cuss? Her father must have been a Navy
man like me for her to learn that kind of language!”

All Jack could think was, can I just die now,
please? And beneath that was, they think Sal’s a girl! I’m not
going to die after all!

He was afraid to check his cell phone, but in
the end, it fell down the back of the front seat of his dad’s car
anyway. When he realized the next day that he had lost it, he
didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Neither did his parents, when
they listened to all the messages on it the next day.

The hotel was boring. The bus to the airport
was boring. Checking in was horrible, and he actually got lost
before reaching the security lines. A very nice young man with a
gun escorted him back out of the secure area to where he needed to
be. He even offered to give him a cavity search, which made Jack
blush like a girl. When he did go through security, he was scared
to death and looked eight kinds of guilty, but the security guy had
spoken to the examiner and they were chuckling when he went through
the X-ray machine. He almost died when the guard spoke to him, “Is
that a gun in your pants or are you happy to see us?”

As he put his shoes back on, he noticed the
hole in his socks. His mother had packed that pair. His suitcase
was long gone ahead, hopefully on its way to Maui, also. He
wondered what the heck she’d put in there besides holey socks.

Well he’d find out soon enough. But not when
he got to Seattle, because that didn’t happen. And actually, not
ever, but by that time he didn’t really care anymore; he didn’t
care about Maui or interning on a boat or even going back for a
Master’s Degree.

So, Jack was sitting in his window seat,
bored, because he didn’t have his phone and had no idea where it
was. He had a burger before he boarded, and was regretting it.
Maybe because he’d emptied out the tiny bottles of booze he’d found
in the hotel fridge. He didn’t care, he figured his mother owed him
that, and his father wouldn’t mind. He had a bit, just a bit, mind
you, of a hangover to begin with. He wanted to order a drink right
now but after all, it was only eight in the morning. He’d been up
since five, and hadn’t gone to sleep until after two A.M.

So when he looked out the window and saw the
flames and smoke coming out of the engine, he wasn’t quite sure if
he was awake or asleep and dreaming. Then his seatmate, who was a
hefty older woman with gray hair and a hot pink polyester pantsuit
out of history somewhere, started screaming. She stuck her arm out
right in front of him, pointing a shaking finger out the window.
Her shrieks set off the two-year-old and his mother seated behind
him.

“Okay folks, we have a minor technical
problem,” came the pilot’s voice over the din as more shrieking
ensued. The loudspeaker continued blurting out phrases that he
could only barely make out. He was only sure he heard, “Bend over
and kiss your ass goodbye,” and “Shit shit shit shit fuck.” The
woman stopped screaming and turned to him. “Kiss me, I’m
eighty-three years old and I’ve never been kissed. I don’t want to
die a virgin either but a kiss will do!” She grabbed him by the
ears and planted her quivering lips on his mouth before he could
resist.

“Well, fuck,” Jack bleated with
difficulty.

“Yes, let’s!” the woman begged, before
putting her lips back on his.

The steward was beside her, and he pulled her
back into her seat and buckled her seatbelt. He reached across and
aimed at Jack’s crotch to check if his belt was buckled. “If you
want to join the mile-high club, I’m cuter than she is,” said the
steward, whose name tag said Ryan, smiling through gritted teeth.
“If we don’t die, meet me in the airport restroom.”

Jack laughed, knowing he must be joking
because airports had so many bathrooms, and then vomited soundly
all over the woman, who was reaching across to the window once
again. So, at least, he thought, I didn’t get it on myself, there’s
that.

Ryan laughed heartlessly and scurried off.
The plane was going somewhere other than Seattle, hopefully, with a
long, flat, straightaway. At that moment there was a boom; the
screaming intensified, as well as the vomiting and other leakage
from various bodily orifices that happens to people during
frightening situations.

I’m glad I went before I left, thought Jack,
thinking of how his mother always told them, “Go while you have the
chance. I’m not stopping just because you didn’t bother.”

He took a deep breath, and decided to try to
calm his seatmate. She was terribly frightened and her face was
chalk white, except for the occasional piece of semi-digested
breakfast. He pointed out the window and told her, “Look, the
fire’s out now, and oh look, the engine’s falling off.” They both
watched it fling itself away as if it had its own parachute and
thoroughly intended to live through this.

“We’re all going to die,” she said. Then the
airplane itself began to scream, and they spiraled down and down.
Just when it looked like it was all over and the treetops were
hurrying to meet them, the plane turned on its side, then
straightened out, flat-lined so to speak, and touched down. It
touched down hard and often and bounced its way along a field, with
trees flying by on either side. It took out a couple of cows, and
Jack watched spellbound, his heart pounding with excitement now, as
a farmer leapt off a tractor and ran for his life. The plane began
to slow, and finally, after a couple of loud pops and thuds and
some assorted tinkles, stopped altogether.

“All ashore that’s going ashore,” said his
old lady seatmate.

Jack replied, “That’s gonna leave a
mark.”

The plane was filling with dust and smoke and
bodies stumbling through the
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