
	The RAFT COMMANDER

	By Daniel Springfield

	INTRODUCTION 

	Daniel Springfield has logged countless hours airborne over the Indian and Southern Oceans on the unforgiving Sydney to Johannesburg route. It was on one of these flights, peering out the window at the wind-whipped whitecaps and treacherous ice fields near the Antarctic Circle, that a terrifying question took root: What would happen if a commercial jet had no option but to ditch into that frozen abyss?

	That spine-chilling thought—seeing a potential grave from 40,000 feet—became the relentless engine behind this action-thriller.

	To bring this petrifying scenario to life, Springfield didn’t just imagine it; he researched it. He consulted with a close network of seasoned professionals: a pilot flying the featured aircraft type and flight attendants with years of experience on the route, some of whom have participated in grueling ditching raft training exercises.

	Their invaluable technical insights, coupled with Springfield’s own diligent research and experiences, are meticulously woven into the fabric of this story. The result is a high-stakes, authentic thriller that plunges you into the terrifying scenario of survival against impossible odds.

	“I became increasingly invested in the possibilities of being somewhere down near the Antarctic Circle in a frozen hell,” Springfield says.

	Springfield crafted this novel in what he calls a “storyboard format” —
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	—combining words and images to bring the people and scenarios alive.
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CHAPTER ONE: BRACE, BRACE, BRACE

	Strapped into his crew jump-seat, flight attendant Jack McLennan’s steely eyes do not blink. Fully alert. Totally focused.
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	Over surging aircraft engines, a directive blasts through the PA speakers: Brace, brace, brace.

	Jack instinctively and authoritatively shouts, “Brace, brace, brace. Heads down. Stay down. Heads down. Stay down.”

	Grinding reverberations of water pounding against metal become muffled by passengers’ screams. Cabin ceiling lights flicker, then extinguish. Emergency lights illuminate on the floor and all exits.

	A resolute voice over the PA instructs: Attention, this is a ditching. Follow your crew member’s instructions.

	Jack unbuckles his seatbelt and springs to action, instructing stridently, “Seatbelts off. Fit lifejackets. High heels off.”

	Reaching under his seat, a panel is unlatched, and a bright orange colored lifejacket removed.

	Jack slips the lifejacket over his head, while continuing yelling his emergency commands:

	“Seatbelts off. Fit lifejackets. High heels off.”

	He passes the lifejacket strap around his waist, clasps the clip shut, then tightens the strap.
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	“Seatbelts off. Fit lifejackets. High heels off.”

	Jack turns to face the exit-door window. Leaning forward, his nose almost touches the glass, attentively checking the exit is safe to open. There are no flames, no danger.

	“Seatbelts off. Fit lifejackets. High heels off.”

	Fingers tightly grip the door handle to fully rotate the lever. The power-assisted door thrusts open. The hissing of the inflating slide is clearly audible over Jack’s loud, ongoing commands.

	“Seatbelts off. Fit lifejackets. High heels off.”

	Jack assumes a guarded, blocking stance. His strong arms outstretch to grab handles on either side of the door frame.

	The moment the inflation hissing ceases, Jack steps to the side of the exit, raising one arm high in the air.

	Beckoning, he shouts assuredly, “Come this way. Get out. Pull tags. Come this way. Get out. Pull tags.”

	A man approaches Jack.
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	“Well done. You can stop now. Your commands were loud and clear. Great job,” praises the man: An Emergency Procedures Instructor.

	On the clipboard paper, he places a tick next to Jack’s name, then asks, “Now, after the last passenger has boarded the raft, what is the next thing you do?”

	Jack answers, “I grab a flashlight, check my area, and then assist other areas.”

	“Correct. And what is your last step before boarding the raft?”

	“I ensure the beacon is taken.”

	“Well done.” The instructor then turns to address other flight attendants in the Emergency Procedure trainer. “Taking the beacon is very important. Okay, now we will all be doing some practical raft exercises, so let’s make our way to the pool area.”

	In 12 years of Emergency Procedures training, exams and assessments, Jack McLennan has never failed. Handsome and athletic, Jack first joined the airline in Sydney as a 24-year-old self-confessed ‘party animal and adventurer.’ Being an international flight attendant was the perfect fit for a daring sole like Jack. Even so, he has always taken airline safety and security seriously.

	Approximately 9 metres long (30 feet) and just under 3 metres wide (8 feet), the inflated silver raft floats in the water, being anchored to the edge of the pool.
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	As the instructor explained, “Remember that this is a slide/raft. It was primarily designed as a land evacuation slide. Still, as a raft, the designers added inflated chambers under the slide, so, as you can see, it does sit quite well in the water.”

	Along with the instructor, eleven flight attendants wear training overalls and lifejackets, sit in the raft with their backs against low, inflated side-chambers on either side of the raft.

	To address the crew, the instructor kneels to tutor, “Okay, we will pretend we are still connected to the aircraft. We have evacuated the aircraft—and the primary crew member would have a flashlight and ensured the beacon is taken, as well as passed-in any supplies or items from the aircraft which might come in handy: Blankets, pillows, water, food… time permitting, of course. Now, we need a raft commander.”

	He glances at his clipboard, then turns to Jack. “Jack, you are the only supervisor in this group. Can I make you the Raft Commander?”

	“Sure,” replies Jack.

	“This is only an exercise—no assessment—so take your time. Make your way to the aircraft end of the raft, then the passengers are all yours.”

	Jack shuffles on his hands and knees to the end of the raft closest to the edge of the pool.

	He then turns to face the others—and with clear commands, he yells, “I am Flight Attendant Jack McLennan. I am your Raft Commander. I am trained in these situations. If you follow my instructions, we will survive. So, pay attention.”

	“Well done, Jack. That is perfect,” applauds the instructor. “You can come back here.”

	With Jack sitting with the other crew, the instructor addresses all the crew, “Okay, we are still connected to the aircraft—and the aircraft is sinking. We need to disconnect as soon as we can. We don’t want to go down with the plane. You need to know the steps required.” He turns to the crew member, a young woman, next to Jack to ask, “So, what are the steps to disconnect the raft from the aircraft?”

	“Um, you lift the flap, then pull the um, the handle,” she nervously answers.

	“Yes. It is a white tab, which you pull after lifting the girt bar flap. There are clear instructions on the flap.”

	The instructor tells, “When the raft drops to the water, we’d still be connected to the aircraft by a mooring line.” He asks the next crew member, “And what’s your next step?”

	“Cut the mooring line.”

	“Correct. This raft doesn’t have a quick release method of disconnecting the mooring line. It needs to be cut. Look, it is not the end of the world if it isn’t cut because the line is designed to pull away from the aircraft at a certain breaking strain. But, just in case—cut it. There is a hook-knife in the pouch at the other end of the raft, near the exit.

	“Okay, we are now clear of the aircraft. It would be at this time that you might want to appoint some of your passengers as lookouts, to see if there is any floating, sharp debris which may threaten the raft. Or there may be survivors in the water, so you may need to use the heaving ring to help retrieve survivors.” He asks the next crew member, “And where would you find the heaving ring?”

	“Um, in the survival pack.”

	“That’s correct. The heaving ring is in the survival pack found in the water at the aircraft end of the raft. The ring has a line attached, so you would need to connect it to one of the attachment points on the raft before throwing it in the water. Any survivors would be dragged to the far end of the raft, which, as you can see, is low to the water. There is a looped tether in the water, which can be used as a step to get in. It is not easy to use, so you might need to use able bodied persons to assist.

	“Also, in the survival pack we have all our tools for onboard survival and raft management.”

	The instructor asks questions to the crew about other contents of the survival pack: The canopy and five support rod/masts, signaling equipment, a first aid kit, two flashlights, a handpump, a raft repair and puncture kit, sponges, a bailing bucket, another small hook-knife, a bottle of water, and a sea anchor.

	“Your most important item in the pack is the canopy, which helps protect against the elements, as well as to help make the raft more visible to rescue craft. You need to get the canopy erected as soon as possible. We are going to do that now.”

	He turns to Jack, telling, “I’ll let you organize that, Jack, but I’ll also help walk you through the steps.”

	Jack removes the rolled-up canopy and the accompanying support poles from the pack. The instructor then demonstrates how to erect the canopy, with Jack coordinating with his crew.
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	Under the erected canopy, the instructor and the crew sit with their backs to the raft’s side chambers. Even the shortest of the crew have canopy material draping across the back of their head.

	The instructor tutors the crew, “This is a dual slide raft, found at doors two and four. As you can see, the raft is not that big—and not very comfortable. There are only a dozen of us in here today, but this raft is endorsed to take up to 66 people. Can you imagine how crowded that would make it?” He turns to Jack. “It is the raft commander’s job to take full control of the raft management: Make sure the sick and injured are looked after, keep the inside of the raft dry, designate lookouts, and rotate them around. You’ll need to open up the sides of the canopy to see out, as well as let fresh air in.

	“When the raft is clear of debris in the water, the sea anchor will need to be deployed. But don’t forget that when a boat or ship comes to rescue you, the sea anchor is on quite a long line, so it would be wise to bring it in. You don’t want to risk getting the line getting caught in propellers.

	“In the raft, crew will need to distribute the survival rations—and, when needed, you’ll have to correctly use the signaling equipment, such as the heliograph, the flares, and the sea dye.

	“And lastly, it is the raft commander’s job to maintain morale and assign useful duties to those in the raft. And trust me, in a real-case scenario, the water is not likely to be calm, and passengers will be panicked, and conditions in a small, enclosed space like this would be less than ideal.”

	


CHAPTER TWO: CREW BRIEFING

	Three days after passing his emergency procedures exam and exercises, Jack is at the Airport Terminal, ready to clear security and make his way to the crew briefing area.
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	When he walks into a briefing room, he finds five other flight attendants, either seated or in the process of sitting down at a large table.

	Jack places his bag against the wall to approach the onboard manager, Suzy.
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	Her eyes light up when seeing Jack.

	“Well, hello there. It’s always lovely to see you, Jack.” She steps forward to wrap her arms affectionately around him. He reciprocates.

	Jack then moves around the table, person-to-person, shaking hands with each of the other crew.

	Two of the crew he knows and two are new to him.

	Another flight attendant sashays into the room—cheeky, vivacious, and extremely confident.
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	“Hello everyone!” Scott flamboyantly announces, before approaching Suzy.

	“Hi Scotty,” says Suzy. “Nice to see you again.”

	He looks her up and down, then gulps, “Well, well, Suzy Churchill—don’t you look fabulous!”

	As Scott moves around the table, shaking hands with the other crew, including Jack, into the room walks a young flight attendant, Kelly.
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	Kelly seems flustered.

	Jack calmly steps forward.

	“Hi, I’m Jack,” offering his hand to shake. Her eyes dart everywhere else but not at him.

	She stammers, “Ah, hi, yeh. This is the briefing for the Johannesburg flight, right?”

	“Yes, Jo-burg”, replies Jack, dropping his hand as Kelly has made no eye-contact and obviously will not be shaking his hand.

	Kelly takes a seat at the table, while Jack sits beside Suzy.

	Suzy looks around the room, then peeks at her paperwork.

	She lifts her wrist to check her watch, telling Jack, “Only one more to come: Sandy Boyce.”

	Jack smiles. He and Sandy go a long way back.

	Suzy adds, “There’s still a few minutes to go.”

	With only seconds before the crew briefing is scheduled to begin, a breathless Sandy dashes in.
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	She takes a deep breath, then assuredly declares, “Sorry everyone. I know I’ve cut it fine.”

	Suzy grins, then calmly tells, “We haven’t started the briefing yet.”

	Sandy places her in-cabin bag against the wall, then walks toward a vacant seat at the other end of the table from Jack and Suzy.

	She raises her hand in the air, confidently announcing to all, “Hi everyone, I’m Sandy. I’ll introduce myself properly later.” Her eyes then fix on Jack. She smiles and cheekily winks at him. She then says to the manager, “Suzy, I’ve got my friend coming with us, so I’ve been up at check-in. First trip away with me, so it’s been a little stressful.”

	Suzy asks, “Did they issue a boarding pass?”

	“Yes, but down the back.”

	“Well, we are totally full up the front, but I’m sure Jack will look after your friend,” offers Suzy, before standing up to address everyone. “Okay, we’ll start the briefing. Good morning, everyone, I’m Suzy Churchill.” She turns to formally introduce Jack. “And our supervisor at the back is one of our finest: Mr. Jack McLennan.”

	Jack stands up and smiles, before sitting back down.

	Suzy continues, briefing, “We are on a 787, so all doors are a primary means of escape in both a land evac and a ditch. Beacons are at Doors Left One and Left Four. And of course, you know the flightdeck access code. The Captain is Robert Milton. I did a Jo-burg with Rob about six months ago. A lovely man.

	“The flight time is a tad over 14 hours, so it’s a long day—and we are also a crew member short, so there’ll be no Door Four Assist. We are obviously full up front, but there are quite a few seats free at the back, so it won’t be too bad.” She glances again at her paperwork. “There are a few special meals, including three kosher meals down the back—and we have seven wheelchair passengers and two meet-and-assists.” She turns to Jack, “Is there anything you would like to add, Jack?”

	He nods, then stands up to say to all, “Guys, it’s a big day. Even though we will be one down at the back, as Suzy said, we have a few empty seats. Even so, pace yourselves—and I’ll make sure we get ample breaks.”

	Jack and Sandy, with wheelie-bags in tow, chat while walking through the terminal toward the departure gate.
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	Sandy chirps to Jack, “I was so excited when I saw your name on the list. It must be a year-or-so since we flew together. I think it was on one of these. Hey, I heard about the breakup. How are you holding up?”

	“Well, as far as divorces go, it’s been a lot of fun,” answers Jack sarcastically. “Seriously though, it’s all good.”

	Sandy looks over her shoulder to make sure no one is within earshot, then whispers to Jack, “Hey, have you flown with Kelly before?”

	“No.”

	“Well, I was on her second ever trip. And from all reports down the back, she was a freaking nightmare. I mean, that was probably five or six months ago, so she might have improved. Somehow though; I doubt it. Just giving you the heads-up, that’s all.”

	“Noted,” acknowledges Jack. Changing the subject, he asks, “So, it’s your friend’s first trip away with you, huh?”

	“Yup—Sam.”

	“Sam hey?” questions Jack with a devilish smirk. “Friend-friend or…?”

	“Tut tut Jackie-boy; Sam’s a GIRL.”

	“Ah-h,” utters Jack, being slightly embarrassed by his misinterpretation.

	“Sam’s one of my besties. She’s so cute!”

	“So, what’s the plan for Jo-burg?” asks Jack.

	“We’re on safari baby!” She thinks for a moment, then comments, “You know what Jack; we’ve got a driver booked and I’m sure the lodge could get you a room. Why don’t you come with us?”

	“Thanks for the offer, but I’ve bought my golf clubs—and I’ve booked a tee time. Count me in for joining you for drinks when we get in though. You are going for drinks, huh?”

	“Is the Pope Catholic?!”

	As Jack and Sandy approach the boarding gate, Jack asks, “Where is Sam sitting?”

	“58 alpha.”

	“I’ll look after her.”

	“Thanks, gorgeous. Sam’s had a bit of a rough time of late. She’ll appreciate anything you can do for her. I’ll bring down some food for her after we’ve finished the service. She knows the deal.”

	Stepping onto the aerobridge, Jack asks, “Oh, I almost forgot to ask—what’s Sam’s last name?”

	Sandy replies, “Her passport and boarding pass says Galvani, but between you and me, she’s gone back to her maiden-name: Maddison—Samantha Maddison. If you call her Miss Maddison, she’ll get a kick out of that.”

	“We’ve got a few spare seats, so hopefully Miss Maddison has a spare seat next to her. If not, I’ll find her one.”

	“You’re a peach.”

	Onboard the aircraft, Jack attentively performs his safety and security checks: Inspecting his crew jump-seat, opening a latch under the seat to reveal a flashlight, lifejacket, and laminated paperwork, checking a beacon mounted in a recess on the wall by the exit, as well as oxygen cylinders, a fire-extinguisher, a megaphone, a smoke-hood, and an emergency first-aid kit.

	Kelly stands in the galley. She should be checking her emergency equipment. She is not. She is texting on her phone.
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	Using her phone at this point is against company policy. As Jack is a supervisor, witnessing Kelly’s blatant disregard of company protocol has placed him in a difficult position.

	He steps into the galley to ask, “Hey Kelly, have you done your security checks?”

	“Yeh, yeh, in a minute,” she replies dismissively, continuing to press keys on her phone.

	Jack adds more urgency to his tone. “Kelly, I know you are relatively new, but you CANNOT use your phone onboard. You should be aware of that. Security checks please.”

	“Yeh, yeh, alright,” she snaps. She presses send, before turning her phone off.

	“I’m going up to check the Crew Rest,” informs Jack. “I’ll see you in a minute and then I can give you a hand with the galley until the passengers come on.”

	Unseen by Jack, Kelly skims through her safety and security checks, only partially completing her duties. Her priority is to return to the galley.

	Suzy makes a PA to inform the crew that passenger boarding is about to begin, with boarding at Door Two Left.

	Jack straightens his jacket in readiness.

	Looking down the aisle, he sees the first passenger come onboard: A middle-aged, frumpy woman. She stops mid-cabin, looks back to where she entered the aircraft, sneers, then looks to the back of the aircraft. She knows where her seat is—and the further she walks toward the back of the plane, the angrier she is becoming. If looks could kill, this woman would have stabbed every airline employee she has looked at this morning.
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	Even from a distance, Jack can see her aggressive body-language and patently sour face.

	Jack watched when the woman bailed-up Suzy at the boarding door. Suzy remains poker-faced. The woman then shook her head in defiance to angrily march down the cabin aisle, with her oversized, bulging handbag draped over her shoulder, the bag now hits every aisle seat on her way through.

	Jack is a good judge of character. Over the years, he has noted that passengers who travel solo, and who jump in front of wheelchair and assisted passengers, as this woman has done, are more-than-often going to be a nightmare for the crew. From his experience, these types of people do not just pester one crew member—they pester many. On this occasion, he is 100% right!

	The woman storms toward the Door Three Left, with Scott the unfortunate soul standing in her firing line.

	Scott’s forthright and animated manner, along with his 22-years flying experience, have him NOT tolerating bad behavior onboard, by anyone.

	Jack looks down the aisle to see the angry woman stop in front of Scott, then unleash! Scott resolutely directs the woman further toward the back of the plane, but she continues arguing with him. Scott visibly bites his lip, while doggedly pointing down the aisle.

	The moment the woman charges away, Scott looks in Jack’s direction. He pulls a contorted face of horror and mouths the words: “Oh my f*ing God!”

	The woman indignantly marches toward the rear of the plane.

	Jack has nowhere to hide. A train is approaching, and he is stuck on the tracks.

	The woman’s hostile outbursts begin halfway through the back zone. With no break in her stride, the profanities flow; her strong South African accent bellowing through the empty cabin, funneled directly toward Jack.

	He anticipated an altercation, yet the ferocity of her attack comes as a shock.

	The realization that her assigned seat is at the very back of the aircraft is at the core of her many issues. She waves her boarding pass in the air in disgust. Jack looks past her bulging neck veins to glimpse the seat number on the boarding pass.

	In between her heated comments slandering everything from the airline’s ground-staff to Australians in general, Jack ascertains that this woman has correctly been assigned the seat she paid for. The fact that her seat is in the back row conveys to Jack that she annoyed the check-in staff to the point that if they could have seated this woman on the outside wing, they would have!

	


CHAPTER THREE: NEVER REWARD BAD BEHAVIOR

	Jack’s training, and his tactful nature, guide him to be diplomatic. He has computer-tablet access to the passenger-seating for today’s flight. He sees 58D: Ms. Arlene Boucher. With other passengers now coming down the aisle, keeping this woman quiet and rational is a priority.

	Yet she continues her verbal tirade: “And what’s that? A toilet? Your stupid airline had me seated right next to a toilet? This is utter nonsense and—”

	Jack interrupts her. “Now, Ms. Boucher. It is Ms. Boucher, right?”

	“Ja.”

	“Well Ms. Boucher, please give me a moment to check the seating plan for you. We may have a solution.” Jack quickly scans the projected available economy seats on his computer-tablet, then informs, “Well Ms. Boucher, the good news is, at this stage—and I stress that things may change—but at this stage you have a spare seat next to you. That is a bonus.”

	“A bonus? This is absolute nonsense. I am at the back of this stupid plane!”

	“Please let me finish. I have an alternative for you. From what I can see, there are only a few free seats in the front economy zone. I am happy to move you to one of those. You will be in the middle seat with someone next to you on either side, but you WILL be nearer to the front—as you have requested.” This is a tactic used by Jack in the past. ‘Never reward bad behavior,’ is his motto.

	Ms. Boucher screws-up her face like some rubber squishy doll. In her world, she deserves a throne which converts to a king-size bed. That throne should be located within her own private section of the aircraft—and even then, there is still likely to be something to complain about.

	Jack persists. “At this stage you have two options: Stay here or move. If you choose to change seats, you will need to do so now, before takeoff—and I will make the appropriate paperwork adjustments. So, Ms. Boucher, what is your decision?”

	She does not answer. Instead, she inspects the seat listed on her boarding pass: 58D, being the inboard aisle set. She looks at the bulkhead behind the seat, then presses the button to recline the seat.

	Shoving the backrest toward the bulkhead, she then angrily whines, “This stupid seat doesn’t even go back properly.”

	Jack deliberately looks past her to see other passengers now stowing bags and taking their seats, before bringing his attention back to Ms. Boucher.

	“Okay Ms. Boucher, please pay attention to what I am about to tell you. Every economy seat is the same; the same dimensions, the same leg room, the same features, and they all recline the same distance.”

	“Look you fool—it only goes back this far.”

	“This airline does not tolerate name calling—and I will not tolerate it. I am advising you that if you continue to name call, then NO seat will be allocated to you. In the meantime, please pay attention. EVERY SEAT IS THE SAME. Do you want to sit in a middle seat toward the front OR do you want this seat?” Jack looks past her again.

	A friendly couple wait patiently behind Ms. Boucher.
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	Pointing to seats 59A and B, the lady whispers, in her Australian accent, to her tall, burly husband, “Our seats are there.”

	The man has two small wheelie-bags at his feet, telling his wife, “I’ll stow the bags. When you can, you take the window seat.”

	Jack pokes his head around Ms. Boucher to talk to greet the couple, “Good morning and welcome aboard.”

	“Good morning,” they both reply cheerily.

	Jack tells them, “We won’t be long here.” He looks toward the 59A and B seats, then asks, “I gather these seats are yours?”

	“Yes.”

	“Well, the good news about being in the back row is there is nobody behind you. No knees in the back—no kids grabbing the back of your seat.”

	This information was delivered for not only the couple’s benefit, but also for Ms. Boucher.

	The lady replies, “I never thought of that. Oh, that’s good.”

	Jack then addresses Ms. Boucher. “What is your decision, Ms. Boucher?”

	“Alright, alright—I’ll stay here,” she snaps, before placing her oversized handbag on the 59E seat. “But I promise you that this airline is ridiculous. Full of brain-dead imbeciles.”
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	She sits down in the designated aisle seat, then barks, “Get me water.”

	The couple to be seated in 59A and B are startled by the loudness and out-and-out rudeness of this woman. They sympathetically look at Jack.

	He smiles, takes a deep breath, and then replies to Ms. Boucher, “I’ll bring you a water after I have helped this lovely couple. They have been waiting patiently to take their seats.”

	The wife slips into the window seat, while her husband picks up one of the bags to lift then place in the open overhead locker.

	Jack steps forward to grab the other bag, offering, “Here, let me help you with that.”

	“Oh, thank you.”

	When the man takes his seat, Jack asks the couple, “Are you going to South Africa on holidays?”

	Before either can answer, Ms. Boucher roars, “Where’s my water?”

	Jack continues to maintain eye-contact with the couple, calmly informing, “Sorry, would you give me a minute?” He then turns to Ms. Boucher; his patience stretched to the limited. Even so, he takes another deep breath, before walking to the galley. There he finds Kelly lazily slouching on a bench, eating a sandwich.
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	“Have you done all your catering checks?” Jack asks.

	“Most of it.”

	“Kelly, it is important you thoroughly check everything well-before the doors close. If there are things missing, we can’t exactly land somewhere and pick them up. There will be plenty of time to eat later. Please finish your checks and let me know ASAP if we need anything, so I can let catering know. Then after that, I’ll need your help in the cabin.”

	“Yeh yeh,” she responds dismissively.

	Jack locates a cart full of bottles of water, grabbing three bottles.

	Returning to the cabin, Jack firstly offers two bottles to the nice couple in 59A and B, then turns to hand Ms. Boucher hers. With no ‘thank you’ or acknowledgment of any description from her, Jack turns back to the couple. “Sorry about that. So, is it holidays for you?”

	The wife excitedly answers, “Yes. My husband has just retired. We’ve always wanted to go to Africa. And now we can.”

	“Fantastic. By the way, I’m Jack.”

	The husband replies, “Hi Jack, I’m Greg—and this is my wife Deb.”

	“Nice to meet you both.” Jack then asks Greg, “So Greg, what did you do before you retired?”

	“I was a cop.”

	Deb proudly adds, “He wasn’t just a cop; Greg was a Senior Detective.”

	“Wow. Do you think you’ll miss it?” asks Jack.

	“Not a chance in hell,” smirks Greg, emphatically.

	Onboard Manager Suzy sticks her head into the flightdeck to discuss the flight details with the pilots.
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	In the front left seat is Captain Rob Milton, with First Officer Tony in the righthand seat. Behind them are Second Officers Reece and Taylor.
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	Most of the passengers have boarded. Three strapping young men, including one extremely tall lad, wearing green blazers with gold insignias, walk toward the back of the plane.
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	Seated in 56A, C and D, each has a spare seat beside.

	Jack introduces himself, then further chats with the boys, learning that Stretch, Michael, and Tommy are emergency players in the Australian Under 19 Rugby Union team squad to tour South Africa. The rest of the team are seated in more comfortable seats, with more legroom, toward the front of the plane.

	Each of the boys is well-spoken, well-educated, and respectful. Stretch’s name is an obvious pun relevant to his height.

	When Jack asks how tall he is, Stretch replies, “204 centimeters.”

	“What, six foot eight or nine?”

	“Yes, something like that.”

	“Don’t tell me you are still growing?”

	“Maybe?” he replies with a grin.

	“God, you boys will eat everything and more that we have in the back galley. Don’t worry though, I’ll make sure you get plenty to eat.”

	Being cramped within the confined legroom of economy seating does not dampen the boys’ enthusiasm for the flight ahead.

	In 57A and B are Australians Steve and Lisa, and their cheeky, tall, athletic son, Charlie, 16.
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	Walking down the aisle, a few paces behind her younger brother is a stunning young girl.
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	She does not go unnoticed, as Charlie leans into the aisle to see the blonde beauty walking his way; his eyes transfixed.

	Her name is Abigail; also 16, she was born and mostly raised in South Africa. Traveling with little brother, Ollie, Abigail is already annoyed by her brother’s pestering antics.

	Seated two rows in front of Charlie, Ollie turns to tell Abigail, “I’m taking the window seat!”

	“As long as there is a spare seat between us, I couldn’t care less where I sit. Just give me a little peace, ja.”

	While Ollie slips into 56A, Abigail places her and her brother’s bags in the overhead locker just two rows from Charlie’s seat.
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	Steve leans in to whisper to his son, “I see something has caught your eye.”

	“Come on Dad, you didn’t have to say that out loud,” Charlie mutters, rolling his eyes. He straightens up in his seat, feeling embarrassed that his father caught him staring at the girl.

	In seats 55A and C are Louise and her elderly mother.
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	A little out of breath when walking through the cabin, Kate was assisted to sit down by Louise. Jack takes note of Kate’s lack of mobility. When they are comfortably seated, he introduces himself to both ladies.

	In 56D is top-tier frequent flyer, Mr. Richard Rollinson.
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	Being aware of the man’s frequent flyer status, Jack welcomingly states, “Welcome aboard Mr. Rollinson.”

	“Call me Richard,” the man insists, being Australian, down-to-earth, and friendly.

	In seats 51D and E are best friends and social media wannabees Nicky and Lizzy.
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	Both girls are 28 with broad Australian accents, referring to themselves as ‘very single’. Every step of the boarding and seating process was photographed and videoed. The glitzier of the two, Nicky, has the latest model iPhone, she describes as ‘waterproof, shockproof and safari proof.’ She takes most of their selfie photos and videos.

	The instant they are seated, Nicky cozies up to Lizzy to take their umpteenth dozen selfie. Lips are puckered and rehearsed smiles flashed.

	“Okay, just one last video before we takeoff… okay, I’m recording… now.”

	Nicky commentates: “Well, here we are—two besties about to fly to the other side of the planet. So, from Lizzy and Nicky, we will sign off for now. And we’ll talk to you all from Africa. Yay!”

	“Yay,” reiterates Lizzy, not being quite as animated as her friend.

	Nicky stops filming and lowers the phone. “Okay, now I just want a picture of just you and your top.”

	Nicky leans back, while Lizzy proudly displays her ‘The glamour girls African safari adventure!’ insignia she had printed on the top.
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	Nicky snaps away, then checks the photos, as well as the previously recorded video.

	“Okay, they’re all ready to post!” announces Nicky. “Won’t the girls in the office be jealous know!”

	


CHAPTER FOUR: A CUTIE

	In 49D and F, with a spare seat in the row, are married couple George and Maria.
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	Australians of Greek decent, they are in their early-50s. George is a large man, with a protruding belly, but generally cheerful. No one has ever described Maria as being ‘cheerful’. She is immaculately-dressed and groomed but Maria looks more angry than usual.

	“Why didn’t you get business-class tickets?” she says beratingly to her husband.

	“I told you Maria, they were fully booked out.”

	“Fully booked? Two months ago? I don’t believe you. You were just trying to save money, weren’t you?”

	“We earn good money, Maria. Don’t you think that if there were seats available on a long flight like this that I would have taken them?”

	“I don’t know anymore. I thought I knew you, but I’m not so sure anymore.”

	“Oh please, let it go,” responds a frustrated George.

	Jack was given a message informing of friends of an airline ground staffer being seated in 54H and K. The memo relayed it is the couple’s honeymoon. Although the couple are aware they have a spare seat between them, they understandably have chosen to seat together.

	Jack looks across the aisle and sees the attractive, athletic couple in their early-30s sitting down.
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	The couple smile and joke with each other, as Jack walks across the crossover area between Doors Four and the galley, and then strolls down the righthand side aisle.

	He introduces himself to the couple, then congratulates them on their marriage.

	Shaun and Bec are quietly spoken and delightful, being country Victorian born and raised. Jack wants to spoil them with French champagne, but they do not want the fuss. Bec is shyer than her husband, with Shaun doing most of the talking.

	“Seriously, it’s not a problem at all,” insists Jack.

	Shaun replies, “No, really—it’s okay. We had a pretty big day yesterday, as you could imagine. Maybe a glass of bubbly before we land Johannesburg, but it is not a big thing if you forget.”

	“I won’t forget,” promises Jack.

	After Jack leaves, Shaun turns to Bec. “He seems like a nice guy.”

	“Yes. Really nice.”

	“Hey, do you want your jacket?”

	“No. It’s not that cold… yet.”

	“You could wear that thing in Antarctica.”

	Bec says, “Speaking of Antarctica, I wonder if we’ll see icebergs or anything?”

	“My aunt did this flight last year—and she said she got some great views. There’s a map and tracker on our screen, so we might keep an eye on that throughout the flight.”

	Sam is the last passenger to board. With an upgradable ticket, she was instructed by Sandy to board the aircraft last.

	“You never know, there might be a no-show up the front,” Sandy said.

	Unfortunately for Sam, all business-class passengers have turned-up. Sam walks toward the back of the aircraft.
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	A few passengers are still stowing bags or preparing their seats. Jack glimpses Sam through those people standing in the aisle. He smiles in her direction, being pleasantly surprised at how attractive she is.

	Sam arrives at her seat, being the seat in front of Ms. Boucher. She looks at the placards under the lockers to confirm she is the right seat: 58D, which has a spare seat beside. Taking a few steps back, she places her bag in the overhead locker, then readies to take her seat, seeing Jack step toward her.
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	That must be the guy Sandy talked about, she thinks to herself. Sandy was right—he IS a cutie!

	Jack also thinks to himself, Sandy wasn’t wrong when she said she was cute!

	Jack has his hand outstretched, ready to shake. “Miss Maddison, welcome onboard. I am Jack McLennan.”

	She reciprocates the warm smile, then shakes his hand. “So nice to meet you, Jack. Please call me Sam.”

	“Certainly, Sam. Look, sorry you are down the back today, but you do have a spare seat next to you. And of course, we will look after you.”

	“Thank you.”

	“Would you like a drink?”

	“No thanks.”

	“Maybe a water?”

	“No, I’m all good thanks.”

	“Okay, I’ll let you get settled and then I’ll come and chat with you later.”

	In row 49, George has just put on his seatbelt. It barely makes it across his bulging belly.

	“Get one of those extended seatbelt thingies,” Maria insists.

	“No, it’s alright.”

	“If you didn’t drink so much beer, you wouldn’t have a problem.”

	“I don’t drink much beer.”

	“Yeh, right?! What about that Friday night? You drank enough that night to last a year. Don’t you lie to me, George. God will punish you.”

	While the aircraft is taxiing to the active runway, the Captain makes a PA:

	“Good morning ladies and gentlemen, I am your Captain, Rob Milton. On behalf of our team in the flightdeck, I’d like to add our welcome for our flight to Johannesburg.

	“Today’s flight takes us down the east coast of New South Wales and Victoria, before flying over Bass Strait and then crossing the north-west of Tasmania. From there, we fly down to almost the edge of the Antarctic Circle.

	“We will pass just south of Heard Island, which is an Australian territory, but closer to Antarctica than the Australian mainland. We are expecting some overcast conditions over the Indian Ocean, so we may or may not see Heard Island.

	“Overall, we anticipate good flying conditions but like we do here in the flightdeck, when not moving around the cabin, we recommend you keep your seatbelts fastened. The flight-time is fourteen hours and twelve minutes, into some strong winds, which are typical this time of the year. We will let you enjoy your entertainment and rest-time, so we won’t talk to you again until we get to the African coast.”

	First officer Tony tells the Second Officers, “Yeh, Heard Island is a long way from mainland Australia. It’s almost five-and-a-half-thousand kilometres from Tasmania.”

	Rob adds, “Interestingly, the highest point is Mount Mawson—an active volcano. It is actually taller than Mount Kosciusko.”

	“Well, aren’t you the encyclopedia of knowledge. I didn’t know Mount Mawson was an active volcano,” quips Tony.

	Second-officer Taylor tells, “I always thought Mount Mawson was in Antarctica.”

	Rob explains, “Mawson Base is in Antarctica, but not the mountain. I think the base and Heard Island are over 1500 kilometres away from each other. You can get a sense of just how remote things are at that end of the world.”

	The fully fueled 787 Dreamliner, weighing more than 225,000kg, speeds along runway. The majestic two-engine aircraft takes off to the south of Sydney, flying over Botany Bay and then out over the Pacific Ocean.

	The plane climbs above intermittent clouds to over 30,000 feet. The Captain then turns off the seatbelt sign. The crew in the cabin unbuckle seatbelts in readiness for the arduous service ahead.

	Jack is working on a cart with Kelly, working in the back zone of plane on the left-hand side.

	Ms. Boucher has not toned-down her moaning, rude ways. She and Kelly locked horns well-before the meal service began. Jack deliberately steered clear of both women, being busy with supervisory duties. He chatted with passengers, including Sam. Sandy also bought down business-class champagne for her friend.

	Namely for the benefit of the passengers seated near Sam, Jack told Sam, “Now Miss Maddison, I know you purchased a business-class ticket, and we apologize that the seat was not available, however, we will do what we can to make your flight enjoyable.”

	Sam recognized Jack’s intent, being grateful and respectful.

	In seats 47F and G, being one row aft of a bulkhead and crossover area at Doors Three, are two scruffy, young Australian men.
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	It was obvious they’d had a few drinks before getting onboard, having asked Scott for beers before they’d even taken their seats.

	Alarm bells! Scott thought to himself, before walking to the back of the aircraft to tell Jack, “Those two rough-nuts down there—Beavis and Butthead—in row 47; well, I think they could be trouble. I’m pretty sure they’ve had a few drinks already.”

	“Okay, I’ll keep an eye on them,” tells Jack.

	“And while I’m here…” whispers Scott in gossip-mode, “… how’s the face on the woman in the back row? God, if she looked at a glass of milk, she would curdle it into yoghurt!”

	Seated behind the young men is George and Maria. George is undeterred by the men’s conduct. On the other hand, Maria is livid! She looks between the small gap between the seats in front, frowns, then leans across to whisper to her husband. When Maria whispers, her voice is still loud compared to most.

	“I hope these deadbeats aren’t going to talk all flight. I’ll get one of the flight attendants to shut them up. If they can’t get them to be quiet, then I will.”

	George comments cheekily, yet quietly, “Come on Maria, they are just a couple of young guys; probably excited about going to Africa—and they are not that loud.”

	“Not loud? They are practically yelling.”

	“Come on Maria, some people are naturally loud. You know that.”

	“What is that supposed to mean? I am a schoolteacher. It is my job. I need a strong, clear voice. Not like you, who mumbles all the time.”

	“Aren’t you going to watch a movie anyway?”

	“The headsets are useless. And how can I watch a movie with that racket going on? If you had gotten us business-class seats like I told you to, none of this would have happened.”

	“For the thousandth time Maria, business-class was booked out.”

	“You should have booked it the second you got your holidays.”

	“I did.”

	“No, you didn’t. Don’t lie to me, George. I know you made the hotel bookings first.”

	“20 minutes before. What is the point of booking an airfare if we had nowhere to stay when we got there?”

	“There are THOUSANDS of hotels, but only ONE flight. You should have listened to me. You should always listen to me. I am a smart woman. You would be nothing without me.”

	George drops his head and mutters under his breath, “Of course, dear.”

	Maria didn’t hear what George said yet pretends she did anyway. “I heard that. I hear everything. God will punish you.”

	The boys in 47F and G demolish their first beers; asking for more.

	Scott warns, “I’ll bring back some more soon.”

	“You’ve got some just there. Why don’t you just give ‘em to us now?”

	“We have a responsible service of alcohol—”

	“Responsible what—? You’ve got to be f*ing kidding me!”

	Scott angrily instructs, “No swearing. I said I will bring back drinks soon.” An irate Scott pushes the cart away from the boys.

	The moment Scott is out of earshot, the boys insult and berate him, using expletives and homophobic slurs.

	Maria listens to every word, pulling expressive shocked facial expressions with every swearword the boys reel off.

	


CHAPTER FIVE: VULGAR OUTBURSTS

	Abigail leaves her seat to use the rear restroom at Doors Four Left. When seeing her walk past, Charlie’s head turns so fast that he almost gets whiplash.

	30 seconds later, he tells his father, “Hey Dad, I’m going to toilet. I’ll be back soon.”

	Steve knows exactly what his son is up to.

	When Abigail leaves the restroom, she finds Charlie waiting outside.
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	“Hey, how’s it going?” he says, trying hard to act cool.

	“It’s free,” she states, looking at the restroom door.

	“No, I’m only stretching my legs. Hey, the accent? So, you are South African, right?”

	“Originally.”

	“Originally? So, you live in Australia now?”

	“Ja.”

	“When did you move?”

	“Four years ago. Look, I better get back to my seat.”

	“Yes, no worries. By the way, I’m Charlie—Charlie Dunham.”

	“Charlie Dunham, huh,” she utters, while she turns and takes a step to walk away.

	“And you are??”

	She turns her head to cheekily respond, “In 56C.”

	As she walks away, Charlie mutters to himself, “I’ll tell you who you are: The most beautiful creature I have ever seen.”

	When Charlie returns to his seat, his father has a big smile on his face. “So, how did you go?” he asks his son.

	“D-a-d!” gulps Charlie, shaking his head.

	“Yeh, yeh, I know. I’m not trying to embarrass you. I will say that you have a lot more courage than I ever had at your age. It took me
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