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	'Til Death Do Us Part

	Thank you to Monika, Stephanie, and especially Gillian, for being the most fabulous beta readers an author could wish for.

	Prologue: Unsettling News

	Nash rubbed his hands over his face and raked them through his spikey blond highlighted hair. "Seriously, Sam," he said as he plopped down on the sofa. "How can you stay so calm, with the wedding only three weeks away?"

	"Isn't that the wedding planner's job? To do all the worrying for us?" But Sam knew better. Harley, their wedding planner, was also Nash's best friend. Although abundantly competent, Harley was high strung and tended to run every little status detail by Nash.

	"He's great, but no, worrying still falls under the grooms' jurisdiction." Nash's grass green eyes twinkled as he heaved an exaggerated sigh and placed the back of his hand against his forehead in a teasing display of faux-dramatics. "I guess I'll just have to agonize enough for both of us."

	"No..." Sam grinned and leaned over to kiss Nash's furrowed brow, then his nose, then finally his lips before coming up for air to add, "Nobody needs to worry. Or you can let my mother do it for us if you think someone must."

	"Your mother is a peach. I adore your mother. Can I adopt her?"

	"She's already unofficially adopted you."

	"I think she'd love anybody who makes you happy."

	Sam groaned softly. Of course she would. Nash had made his life enjoyable again, and his whole family loved Nash for it. Nash had heard the stories. "I put them through hell. Dark times. I'm so glad I met you."

	The oven timer went off and Sam got up to check on the roasting chicken pieces. "It's ready," he hollered from the kitchen after pulling the pan out of the oven. "Will you pour the wine, hon?"

	"Just a sec. Someone's at the door. Damn, I hope Harley hasn't come up with something new to stress me out."

	Sam opened a cabinet, pulled out two dinner plates, and began dishing up the roasted meat and vegetables. When he turned around, Nash was standing in the doorway with his eyebrows drawn tightly together.

	"Sam," he hissed. "There are two military policemen at the door asking for you. What the fuck is going on?"

	"MPs? I have no idea. They didn't say?"

	"No, they want to talk to you. They're setting up a laptop computer out there."

	Sam's eyes widened. Why on earth would military police need to talk to him? Even if some piece of that fucking, fucking airplane had washed up at this late date, he doubted family would be pointedly notified, let alone paid a personal visit. No, it couldn't have anything to do with that old tragedy.

	"I guess there's only one way to find out." He straightened his shoulders and walked to the living room. Hopefully he wasn't about to be arrested for something he couldn't even understand.

	"I'm Sam Greene, how can I help you gentlemen?"

	The two visitors glanced at each other, then the thinner man with the sharp nose and clear blue eyes clarified, "Samuel Miller-Greene?"

	"Well, yes, technically. I never changed it back after my husband died. I use the full name for signing documents. I just tend to shorten it these days for casual use."

	The men shared another glance and seemed satisfied with that reply, giving each other barely perceptible nods. The man with the round face and warm brown eyes spoke. "I'm Major Johnson and this is Sergeant Rosings." Sam nodded and they all shook hands. "May we all sit at your table here, Dr. Miller-Greene? We have some images to show you, and I think you'll find this news rather unsettling."

	Sam felt the blood drain from his face. Unsettling. That sounded like it might be a softer way of saying awful. He took a deep breath and asked, "May my fiancé join us? I get the feeling I'm going to want the moral support."

	Major Johnson's lips twitched a bit at the question, but he quickly recovered his composure and replied, "Of course."

	Nash moved to Sam's side, introduced himself, and they all sat down.

	Major Johnson cleared his throat, took a quick look at Nash, then returned his focus to Sam. "Dr. Miller-Greene, a discovery was made this morning during a drone training exercise in the Pacific."

	Fucking hell. A "discovery" in the fucking Pacific Ocean. Apparently a grisly discovery rather than a simple chunk of fuselage to warrant a personal visit like this. Sam stiffened and felt Nash's hand slip into his.

	Major Johnson continued. "Some people were spotted on a remote and insignificant island. They were determined through initial surveillance to be stranded there. When the drone descended to make itself known, the individuals communicated with it by writing in the sand. They identified themselves as survivors of the TransOceanic Flight 3012 plane crash and wrote out their names."

	Sam sat rigidly and held his breath as Major Johnson paused. Survivors? Could it really be possible? These men wouldn't be here making a personal visit to inform him, would they, unless...?

	"Dr. Miller-Greene, we'd appreciate it if you would give a positive identification of the man who indicated he was your husband, Henry."

	Time seemed to stop as Sam stared into the man's eyes, trying to comprehend what he'd been told. Nash's hand crushed his.

	"Henry's alive?" His voice broke with just those two words, and that's all he was able to manage.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 1: Irony and Dignity

	Day Zero

	"Call me when you land, okay, Henry?"

	"It'll be something like six-forty tomorrow morning, your time," I replied. The summer class Sam would be teaching started tomorrow, but he still wouldn't need to get up that early.

	"Humor me. Please?"

	I'd been infected with the travel bug years ago when I'd taken my first research trip as a graduate student. If there was an antidote, I didn't want to take it. Now that I was married, I admitted that the weeks-long separation from my husband put a damper on my spirits for work-related travels, but it wasn't strong enough to make me want to stop. It was just a few weeks, after all.

	"I love you, you know." I stared into his captivating blue jean-colored eyes and smiled, squeezing his arm in a manner I hoped was comforting. "Yes, I'll call. I know you'll worry if I don't."

	Sam blushed and grinned sheepishly. "I know it's dumb, but I appreciate it. Thank you."

	I looked over my shoulder at the security queue. "The line's growing. I'd better jump in." Turning back toward Sam, I added, "Thank you for coming in and helping me with the luggage."

	"It'll be six weeks before I see you again. Of course I came in."

	"We'll Skype tomorrow. Compare notes on Fiji's weather with the rain we're expecting here in Seattle."

	I got the laugh I was trying for out of Sam. "I know. It won't be the same, though." Then he sighed. "Well, I hope you can get some decent sleep on the plane. Thirteen hour flights are no fun."

	I nodded in agreement, then stretched up to kiss my husband goodbye. I knew Sam wasn't big on overzealous public displays of affection. Hell, neither was I, but I needed one last taste before leaving him for so long. It was an airport goodbye kiss, not a make-out session, so fuck anyone who was still bigoted enough to be "offended" by the sight of me giving my husband a farewell kiss. Much as I looked forward to this research trip, since I was heading back to the South Pacific--as opposed to Greenland, where I'd spent time two summers ago--I was not looking forward to the long separation from Sam any more than he was.

	My younger, pre-Sam self would've fake-gagged at the sight of the two of us simpering and continuing to make eye contact as I threaded my way through security, but clearly I wasn't that man anymore, since I didn't give a damn right now what anybody thought. But eventually, with a final wave, blown kiss, and glimpse of Sam's beautiful grin, I headed to my departure gate.

	I thought of Sam again as I settled into the aisle seat directly behind the exit row over the right wing. He'd insisted that I get a seat as near as possible to one of the emergency exits. I always indulged his phobia even though I felt it was pointless.

	I nodded at the businessman across the aisle from me as he settled into his seat and pulled a tablet out of his small carry-on bag. He dipped his head in return and gave me a friendly but rhetorical "How's it going?" before turning to the screen in his hands.

	I wondered what was bringing a man in a suit to Fiji, not that the idea was unheard of. Hell, I was heading there for work, myself, but I just didn't need to wear a suit. More than likely he was getting off in Los Angeles, anyway. But he didn't seem interested in real conversation, so I didn't ask.

	I closed my eyes and caught an early nap for the shorter Los Angeles leg of the flight. I dreamed of Sam and how, once we'd exhausted ourselves last night, I'd spent what had seemed like hours caressing his torso, carding my fingers through the flattened sandy blond hairs covering the gorgeous muscles of his chest, and following the trail up and down his taut abs, until finally his larger hand had stilled mine, and we'd fallen asleep.

	We were opposites in so many ways, and yet perfectly matched. His quiet, thoughtful personality meshed seamlessly with my outgoing speak-before-you-think persona. My smaller, lean frame fit exquisitely against his larger, bulkier, muscled physique. I loved the way the dark hairs on my arm contrasted with the light sprinkling on his when he wrapped his strong arms around me, and the gentle smile he'd wear while combing his fingers through the springy dark mat on my chest.

	In L.A., the businessman did not get off after all. We nodded again to each other when we saw we were each staying on board, but he turned back to his tablet, apparently making the point he wasn't interested in generating small talk with strangers.

	No problem. I stood to let an older couple into my row, then turned my attention to people watching and concocting stories about why they were on this flight to Fiji.

	I decided the businessman was a tropical produce importer and was meeting with suppliers on the islands. I imagined that the older couple who'd sat next to me was enjoying an anniversary trip to their original honeymoon spot. I could have asked them, but, like the businessman, I didn't want to open the door to a conversation that might end up being more than I bargained for.

	I pretended the two women in front of me, who were clearly traveling with each other since they had their heads together giggling, were celebrating their respective divorce settlements with the dream vacation their ex-husbands never took with them. Then I admonished myself for creating such a mean-spirited history and changed it to fancying them as a lesbian couple on their own honeymoon.

	The young man next to the window sitting by the "lesbian couple" seemed to be traveling alone, although he glanced around the plane a few times like he was searching for certain people, so I concluded he was traveling with others who'd bought their tickets separately. His story, I originally decided, was that he was a rich kid traveling on a whim with his trust-fund buddies. He just didn't give off that vibe, though, so I changed it to being a college kid on an athletic scholarship, still traveling with his buddies, but using money he'd saved over the years from part-time jobs, and maybe some birthday and graduation gift cash.

	That was as far as I got before the flight attendants called our attention to the standard safety procedures, and the plane taxied to the runway. I thought of Sam again as the plane took off. Take-off and landing were the worst parts of flying for him. He'd sit rigidly in his seat, clutching the arm rests with his eyes closed. He'd done that on our way to the Solomon Islands on our first trip together back when we were merely colleagues. By the return flight, he'd gripped my hand instead.

	I recognized that take-off and landing really were the most dangerous parts of the flying experience. I didn't have Sam's phobia, though, so I was relaxed as the plane took off, as well as for the next couple hours as I flipped through the in-flight magazines stashed in the pocket on the back of the seat in front of me. I didn't even have any trouble eventually falling asleep.

	I liked to think of myself as a realistic optimist, or perhaps, more accurately, an optimistic realist. I recognized we were bound by the rules of nature, that facts and statistics were what they were whether I liked them or not, and life wasn't necessarily fair. At times it could be exceedingly unfair, sometimes in my favor and sometimes against. I knew this from personal experience. So the realist in me said that flying was safer than driving. I'd certainly heard that statement enough times. I was pretty sure I'd even been guilty of using it on Sam.

	I jerked awake when loud booms and clanking noises reverberated from somewhere behind me, and were echoed by a couple more bursts from the front. My ears popped painfully as the plane decompressed and the air rushed out. I froze in terror as it occurred to me that at least in a car you had some control over your own destiny, whereas in a plane you were likely totally fucked when something catastrophic happened.

	That feeling was confirmed as the plane careened into a very steep, rattling, angled dive toward the ocean, far below. The oxygen masks dropped, and I instinctively reached up and fumblingly put mine on.

	A brief strangled sob-like noise escaped me before I was able to choke it back. My fists clenched, and I fought to suppress the nausea churning in my gut.

	I did my best to remain calm, and by that I meant retain some semblance of dignity in my final moments of life by not totally freaking out. That was no easy feat when surrounded by hundreds of screaming people as we all accelerated toward certain death.

	The "life flashing before your eyes" thing we've all heard about was real. At least it was for me, although "flashing before my tightly closed eyelids" was probably a more accurate description. Moments from throughout my life raced through my mind, but I forced my thoughts to focus on Sam. I wanted to be thinking of him as I died.

	I thought of the first time I'd told him I loved him. I sent a renewal of that love out to him and wished him happiness. I thought of a promise we'd once made to each other and hoped Sam would remember it, too, then my mind zipped back to the pathetic marriage proposal I'd made and apologized to him in my mind, because he deserved so much better.

	I was hoping the end would be quick and painless, when awareness that the plane was levelling out broke through the trance. My first thought was "damn," because I figured we were doomed regardless, but the quick and painless prospect was looking less likely if we hit at a shallower angle. I briefly regretted my reflexive grab for the oxygen mask, figuring that passed out might be a better way to go into the crash than fully conscious, but that regret was short-lived because having the opportunity to say my mental goodbyes to Sam was worth whatever I would face.

	Hope surged through me as the pilot somehow managed to bring the plane back to a fully horizontal position. The plane rattled and shook alarmingly, so unless we were near land we were still probably screwed, but the realist in me was overpowered by the optimist for now.

	The screams lessoned, then stopped, although several babies still howled. I held my hands together against my belly to stop their shaking. Whiny moans of various pitches and volumes still arose from all directions, punctuated occasionally by hysterical shouts to shut up. As grating as all of these reactions were--making an already stressful situation even more so--I wasn't going to judge anyone's natural response in such extraordinary circumstances.

	No instructions came over the speaker system, but the flight attendants yelled from their seats, basically telling us to remain in our seats with our seatbelts fastened, and to put on--but not inflate yet--the inflatable life vests that were under the seats in front of us.

	I did that, then noticed the older couple next to me doing the same. They'd managed to get their oxygen masks on. How pathetic was I, not even thinking of them after securing my own mask? Too late now. They were no longer necessary and were being removed so the vests could go on.

	I reached out to touch the old lady's shoulder. "Are you okay?"

	They appeared calm and accepting of whatever their fate was going to be. They nodded, and the old woman said, "Yes, we're fine."

	Then the old man stretched his arm across to pat me on the leg. "We're okay, sonny. Don't you worry about us. We've had a good and long run, and if this is it, then at least we'll get our wish to go together."

	I glanced at my wedding ring. As much as I wanted a mental connection with Sam right now, I was glad he wasn't actually with me. If I survived another fifty years I'd likely be in agreement with that sentiment.

	"You, on the other hand," continued the old man, "have got most of your life still to come." He nodded toward the exit in the row ahead of us. "Don't you dare throw away your chance, if you get one, by delaying to try to help us. I don't want that on my dying conscience."

	"Nor do I," said the woman. "Please just take care of yourself."

	My eyes widened. "I don't..."

	"No sonny, you listen. We refuse to get between any of these young people around us and that exit. We wouldn't last two minutes in the water if that's where we end up anyway, so it wouldn't make any sense." He lifted his hand off my knee and pointed at my face. "Promise me right now that you won't hold back to help us. I want your word on that."

	I hated the thought of not helping people who might need assistance, but I also understood their argument, which went back to my earlier concern about dying with dignity. The woman dipped her head in agreement with her husband's words. They had the right to make that choice for themselves. I gulped, then nodded.

	"Say it," he insisted.

	I took a deep breath before answering. "Okay. I promise."

	"Good man," he said, then relaxed into his seat and took his wife's hand in his. I saw him give her hand a squeeze as they both closed their eyes.

	I closed my eyes again, too, and tried to shut out the noise, and regulate my breathing. Whatever was going to happen was going to happen. There wasn't anything I could do to change it, so I went back to thinking of Sam in an attempt to remain composed. I figured my odds of survival were no longer as completely non-existent as they'd been minutes ago, but they were still stacked against me, and dammit, I was going to die with dignity.

	I mentally reviewed my life with Sam and renewed my sad attempts at telepathy, sending out apologies for things I regretted and would likely never be able to correct or tell him in person. I sent out more declarations of love, and I thought again about how Sam had been looking over my shoulder when I'd made my seat selection and had pointed out the seat I now found myself sitting in. It occurred to me that it was possible in these unique circumstances that his phobia would actually save my life.

	Probably not. Most likely the impact when we ditched would kill us all, but I couldn't help myself from picturing the possibility.

	I wondered what time it was and how near or far we were to land. How long had we been rattling our way across the ocean at this lower elevation? I didn't wear a watch because I always had my mobile phone with me and could look at it for the time. Except that mobile phone was in my carry-on pack in the overhead, so maybe "always" wasn't quite the correct word after all.

	I opened my eyes and dared to look out the window. It was raining. Lightning flashed and I saw how close we were to the water. "Scary close" was the answer to that question. I still had no idea how near we were to land, but figured the odds of a water landing--or ditch--were much greater. The way the plane rattled and shook, it had to be incredibly crippled.

	Were we still on the original flight path? We'd definitely been angling to the right during that steep dive, and I didn't know if the pilot had been able to adjust his course after pulling out of it.

	My sense of time was screwed up so I also had no idea how long we'd been traveling in this new direction. Was the radio working? The overhead speakers weren't. There'd been bangs from the front as well as the back. I was by no means an expert, but that seemed to me to indicate foul play, and radios might very well have been a target to add mystery to the plane's demise.

	I didn't get the opportunity to dwell on this because the plane dropped low enough that it began skimming the water. Whatever was going to happen, was happening right now. The flight attendants yelled out for us to brace for impact.

	I closed my eyes and put my head down and protected it with my arms. The next moments were incredibly jarring. I bounced around in my seat to the extent that my seatbelt allowed. The screams renewed. My teeth clenched so I wouldn't contribute. Stuff--luggage from the failing overhead bins and who knew what else--flew around, hitting people. I was hit several times.

	The sudden stop was just as jarring as the bouncing landing had been. It was also loud, with a horrible groaning and screeching noise coming from the front of the plane, followed quickly by rising water coming from that same direction.

	I didn't remember removing my seatbelt, but I found myself standing in the aisle surrounded by a crush of bodies pushing toward the exit on the right, because the plane was listing to the left as well as to the front. The man I'd imagined to be a vacationing college student was thankfully quite efficient at opening the emergency door. After stepping out, he reached back over and over to pull people out.

	I watched as people tried to make their way up the wing, but slipped and fell off prematurely. Hopefully my no-skid boat shoes would help me make it to the end of the wing if I made it out. No, when I made it out. Despite the quickly rising water, it had become a very real possibility with only three people still ahead of me.

	The opinions of the geniuses at MythBusters notwithstanding (considering their experiment was with a fairly small boat), I knew there were a number of forces and influences coming into play when a large object such as a ship or commercial airliner sank, causing a violent turbulent mixing in the water. I didn't want to be anywhere near that. Not to mention that anything floatable that might come up with force, or parts that might fall off, could cause me serious injury. So I considered making it to the end of the wing before jumping off to be important to my potential survival.

	Water covered my feet and was rising fast. It was almost up to the bottom of the door outside on the wing. Once it breached that door it would be essentially over for anybody still inside the plane except at the tail section exit doors. My entire body vibrated, and my teeth chattered despite the warm night air. Hurry, people, hurry!

	A man and a woman were ahead of me, the man was in the process of exiting. To my left, a screaming baby moved toward me from the waterlogged front section, mosh-pit style. As I stepped into place behind the woman currently exiting, the baby was thrust into my arms.

	I was the end of the road for the baby. There was no one for me to pass it on to. Ironic, considering that one of the mental apologies I'd just made to Sam was regarding my resistance to his recent hints that he'd like to adopt kids.

	I held the baby--I think he qualified as an older baby as opposed to a toddler, but it was probably a close call--against my chest, and he wrapped his arms tightly around my neck while he continued wailing in my ear. As we pushed out the exit door, water started to come over the lower lip. The "college kid" grabbed my arm with a strong grip and hauled us through.

	"Hurry!" he yelled.

	I did. I cleared out of the doorway as fast as I could because I knew only one, maybe two more would make it through after me. I didn't want to think about what was going on behind me as I worked my way up the wing. That part was a little slower going since I was holding that baby, which affected my balance. The angle of the wing was also rising, but was still doable. It was going to be almost like leaping off a standard high-dive if I made it to the end.

	My slower pace up the wing allowed the "college kid" to catch up to me. Apparently no one else was going to make it out that door, so he was free to abandon his duties as an exit-row passenger. I had to commend him for hanging in there to help haul people out. I'm certain it sped up the process and saved at least a couple lives, maybe my own.

	The "lesbians" had stuck around, too, forming a short chain to pull people partway up the wing as they exited, until a man had slipped, and the three of them had fallen together into the water below.

	The "college kid" now hauled the "businessman" who'd been sitting across from me--evidently the final passenger out that exit--along by the arm. With those slick-soled business shoes, he'd never have made it up the wing otherwise. He had trouble with his feet sliding even with the younger man's help. I shifted the baby to my right side and held him tighter with that arm. The kid had a hell of a grip around my neck with his fists tangled in the hair at the back of my head. There was no way he was letting go or falling off me, so I felt like I could spare my left arm to grab the businessman's other arm. Between the three of us we were pretty stable as we climbed to the end of the wing. A flash of lightening lit the sky as we approached the top, and I spied a small island in the distance at the ten o'clock position when facing straight out from the wing.

	"Running leap," I yelled. "We want to get out and away."

	They apparently agreed since they both sped up. As we leapt off the end of the wing, I retrieved my hand from the businessman's arm to protect the kid's head by holding it against me. I also did my best to lean so my body, not the baby's, would take the force of the landing in the water. I held his face against my neck as we went under and hoped he'd know enough not to breathe.

	We came up sputtering, and the baby was finally shocked into silence. He didn't appear to have actually sucked in any water while we were under, and he took deep gasping breaths.

	I continued to hold the kid with both arms, moving him higher up on my body so both our heads would be at the same level out of the water. I kicked backward toward the other two men. They each grabbed one of my arms and continued to hold each other so we formed a little circle. Between the noises of the airplane sinking, the storm, and the waves, communication was difficult.

	"Did you see the island?" the "businessman" shouted.

	"Yes," I hollered back, and the "college kid" pointed toward where it had been. I got a sense of which direction the current was flowing and hollered again to explain. "We need to swim that way, across the current." I cocked my head to the right of where the island was located.

	"But it's that way," the "college kid" yelled, thrusting his index finger directly toward the island again.

	"We have to factor in the current," I shouted back. "It'll take us past the island if we don't. We won't have enough energy left to make progress against the current once it does."

	"He's right," yelled the "businessman." He turned to me. "Are you sure about the direction of the current?"

	"Yes! I spend a lot of time in the ocean with my work."

	He nodded, satisfied with my answer. The "college kid" did, too, although he seemed less convinced.

	The "businessman" pulled the cord on his life vest and it inflated with force. The "college kid" did the same. I looked at them and knew I'd never be able to hold onto the baby with any kind of secure grip if I inflated my own. Those things were incredibly bulky, bulging way out in front of them.

	My jeans weighed me down, and I decided I should take them off to improve my chances of making it to that island. The time spent shedding the weight and drag would be worth it even though the current would pull us while doing so. The other two also saw the wisdom of kicking off shoes and heavy pants without it having to be said. The "businessman" had apparently removed his jacket on the plane since I didn't see it underneath his life vest. I was only able to lean back and get myself unbuttoned and unzipped one-handed, and needed their help pulling them down my legs.

	The sounds behind me changed, and when I dared to turn for another look at the plane, I saw it was almost gone. Anyone who was going to escape was already in the water, and I didn't see nearly as many as I expected. No one else was close to us and those we saw were now down-current from our location. We would jeopardize our chances if we swam in their direction, so we limited ourselves to shouting.

	We all shouted and pointed. "There's an island! We saw an island over there! You have to swim this way across the current!"

	Satisfied that we'd done all we could, and seeing the others start swimming in that direction, we did the same.

	"Lean back," instructed the "college kid." "Straighten out and kick and we'll pull you and the kid."

	If we made it to the island, I would owe my life to these two men, because without their help I didn't think I would make it. I was pretty sure I could have done it solo, but I was holding that baby, and despite my vague aversion to the younger generation, I would never be capable of just letting the kid sink to save myself. Apparently the two men had a similar moral compass.

	They each grabbed me under an arm and pulled backward through the water with their remaining arm. We kicked for all we were worth.

	I kept the baby's head out of the water, putting us face to face. His death grip moved to my hair instead of around my neck, and I tried to remain in the most aerodynamic position I could manage.

	I have no idea how long we were in the water struggling toward that island. My best guess was forever. It certainly seemed that way, but realistically it was probably between one and two hours, considering the distance.

	I held the kid tightly and patted his back as I forced myself to keep kicking. "Hang in there, Buddy," I murmured. "Everything's going to be okay."

	I didn't want this poor baby to drown. He hadn't even had a chance at life yet. We'd been fortunate enough to be four of only a couple dozen people to make it off that plane. I wasn't going to fuck up our chances by giving up because my legs were spent. I sure as hell didn't want to die yet, and I didn't want to put Sam through the pain of losing me so early.

	The rain stopped as we got close. We'd managed to get across the current ahead of schedule, barely, and were able to ride it in to the beach. Fate was on our side for our landing because coral was not a problem on the path we rode in to the island. Perhaps the high tide kept us elevated enough above it. Whatever the reason, I was thankful, because otherwise our rough landing would likely have caused injury, and even simple infections in these conditions could ultimately be fatal if we weren't rescued quickly enough. Landing was difficult enough managing with jelly legs and a baby, without dealing with coral, as well.

	My two helpers crawled up the beach, half-dragging me as I propelled myself by pushing off with my legs. We lay there gasping for a minute before our shaking from shock forced us to take action.

	One doesn't typically imagine being cold when thinking of South Pacific islands, and it usually isn't. But in June, depending on where we were, the ocean temperature could be anywhere from the mid-to-upper-seventies, to the mid-eighties, Fahrenheit. It had felt like the warmer end of that scale when we'd first jumped into the water. The temperature of the night air on the Solomon Islands would typically drop to the low to mid-seventies at night this time of year. On the southern Cook Islands, it would be closer to the upper-sixties on average.

	I wasn't sure where the hell we were; all I knew was my teeth were chattering like we were in the Arctic rather than the tropics. I think it was the shock of our experience rather than the actual temperatures of the water and air causing it, but the result was the same either way.

	"C...c...can't keep these wet c...c...clothes on," said the "businessman." "It'll k...k...kill us." He sat up and wrestled off the life vest. Then he tried to unbutton his shirt, but eventually gave up and just tore it open and pulled it off.

	The "college kid" and I pushed ourselves to do the same. "It'll kill us" might have been a slight exaggeration, but the poor baby was shivering and whimpering. I peeled off his drenched clothing and sodden diaper, then my own shirt went the way of the "businessman's." Buttons were just too difficult to deal with. We took everything off and tossed it into a pile.

	I rubbed the poor shivering kid and held him to my chest as we all huddled together. The little guy produced a soft noise that was a cross between a hiccup and a sob, breaking my heart, before finally succumbing. We fell into an exhausted sleep, our bodies in a collective tangle striving for elusive warmth.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 2: He's Not Dead

	Day One

	Dr. Henry Miller plopped down in the window seat and grinned widely as he stretched out his legs. "I'm glad you thought to ask for exit row seats," he told Dr. Sam Greene. "The leg room is great."

	"Yes," Sam replied absently. "That's nice, too."

	Too? Henry lifted an eyebrow, inquiringly.

	Sam's cheeks reddened. "I hate flying. I feel better in an exit row."

	"You know, if the plane goes down we're all goners anyway."

	The color left Sam's cheeks and Henry felt obliged to add, "It's not going to go down, Sam. Flying is safer than driving, and you drive every day."

	"I know. It's just one of those things. Don't you have anything you're irrational about?"

	Henry thought about the infatuation he harbored for his blue-eyed, sandy blond-haired coworker, sitting obliviously beside him. That was undoubtedly irrational, but Henry opted to ignore the question. Instead he replied, "Before you know it we'll be on the beach in Honiara collecting data and soaking up the sun. I promise."

	* * * *

	The summer semester was beginning, and being relatively low on the food chain at the university meant Sam Miller-Greene was teaching an Introduction to Biology class. His alarm woke him bright and early, and the first thing he did after using the bathroom was look up the status of Henry's flight on the airline's website. Apparently it was delayed, otherwise Henry would have called already.

	He expected to see a landing time, or possibly delay information. Instead he saw something he'd never seen before: instructions to call a given number for more information. Sam tried not to panic and assume the worst as he turned on the TV and switched to CNN, then reached for his iPhone and dialed the number from the website.

	The line rang, then went into a holding pattern while a recorded voice assured him that his call would be handled in the order in which it had been received. He switched to his Bluetooth to free up his hands while he waited.

	He was pacing when CNN came out of the commercial, and he felt his life spin out of control when the first thing he saw, before the anchor even began speaking, was an image of a TransOceanic airplane being shown in the background. The anchor began talking about flight 3012, saying it was missing. Missing. What the fuck did that even mean? Had it crashed? Apparently, the deadpan anchor intoned, that was assumed. The last signal received from the airplane's transponder had been somewhere north of the Cook Islands, and south of the equator, and there'd been no sign or transmission from it since.

	Sam fell to his knees in the middle of the living room and cradled his head in his hands, rocking back and forth. No, Henry wasn't dead. He couldn't be. Henry could swim, and he knew the ocean well. The water there would be warm enough to prevent immediate hypothermia. If he survived the crash, he could stay alive until rescuers arrived on the scene. He'd been seated very close to an exit row; Sam had insisted on that. Henry had teased him about it, but had humored him anyway.

	Sam couldn't sit there and do nothing. He got up and returned to their bedroom so he could get dressed and drive to the airport. There would be information at the airport. They had rooms where they gathered families for things like this, didn't they?

	Sam mechanically rushed through his morning prep, skipping the shower and just giving himself a surface clean with a wash cloth and running wet hands through his hair. The recorded voice at his ear kept reassuring him that a live person would eventually answer the call.

	Back in the living room, he picked up a frame holding his favorite photo from their wedding. In it, Henry's expressive brown eyes shone as he gazed up into Sam's. Sam choked back a sob. They had to find him. They just had to.

	He hurried into the attached garage and saw his sister, Regina, pull into the driveway as he opened the garage door. He went out to meet her. She stepped out of the car, took one look at his face, and apparently recognized that he knew.

	"Are you heading to the airport?" she asked.

	"Yes." He pointed to the Bluetooth device at his ear. "I'm still on hold waiting for info."

	"Get in. You're in no condition to drive."

	He closed the garage door and did as instructed because she was right, he wasn't. He shut his eyes and tried to concentrate on his breathing. His right leg jiggled uncontrollably.

	He felt his sister's hand touch his arm. "Sam, I'm so sorry."

	"He's not dead. He's not."

	She didn't reply. She just put the car in gear and drove.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 3: Puddles

	Day One

	"Thanks, but no."

	That had been the polite but decisive and unquestionably short answer Sam had given Henry. They'd been eating dinner and Henry had worked up the nerve to invite Sam back to his room for a drink. Sam had blushed. Obviously he'd known that Henry was hoping for more than a drink. That's what Sam had declined.

	Goddammit.

	Henry couldn't work up any regret for having tried. Nothing ventured, nothing gained, after all. He'd been mooning after the man all year, although he was reasonably sure he'd hidden it well behind a professional demeanor.

	He admired everything about Sam. His intelligence, his passion for his work, even his shy and reserved manners that were so different from his own. The fact that he found the man fascinatingly eye-catching was just icing on the cake. He wasn't conventionally handsome--his nose was a little too large, and his ears stuck out adorably--but the man had the most beautiful blue eyes that reminded Henry of well-worn denim, and a killer grin. The best thing about that grin was that its wearer obviously had no idea the effect it had on people--or at least on Henry.

	Henry made his way down the breakfast buffet line and filled his plate. He didn't see Sam in the room yet and hoped his colleague wasn't going to avoid him now. Henry didn't want things to be awkward between them. They still had a few more days to spend together in Honiara, then weeks in close proximity on some of the smaller islands. Then they'd be back to rubbing elbows in the biology department at the university.

	He decided it would be best to just prattle on as if nothing had been said next time he saw Sam. Simply ignore the incident and hopefully Sam would forget all about it, and things would get back to the way they were. Except for Henry; Henry would always know that the man who occupied his dreams didn't want him.

	* * * *

	I awoke to warm wetness jetting onto my abdomen. Of course the baby wasn't potty trained. I'd figured that out when I'd pulled the saturated diaper off him last night when we'd all shed our drenched clothing and huddled together for some semblance of warmth. I just hadn't thought through what the implications of that would be.

	Since the kid had decided I was the one he'd continue to latch onto like a tick on a dog, the unspoken grouping of our little dog pile was with me in the middle, apparently to give as much protection and warmth to the baby as was possible in that miserable situation. So my instinctive movement in reaction to getting peed on naturally woke everyone up.

	"Aw, shit."

	I never said I was particularly tactful, but to be fair, I'd just been awoken from a sound sleep by a bladder full of pee being unloaded on me. Not to mention the whole "Oh yeah, I'm naked, washed up with a kid and two strangers on a little island and have no idea how we're going to survive until rescuers find us" thing.

	But the kid didn't seem to be offended. In the light of a new day he even managed to crack a cautious smile, accompanied by a wary look in his eyes. The kind of wariness that waking up with a group of men he'd never seen before the previous night's horror might cause, or that MIA parents might produce. I melted a little at his display of spunk and instinctive transference of trust, and forced a smile back at him.

	"Well, at least it's warm." Thank goodness he was taking our situation pretty well, all things considered. "But we should probably go rinse this off, eh, Buddy?" Besides, I had to pee, too.

	The others groaned and rolled onto their backs, each putting a protective forearm over his eyes to block the glare of the morning sun. The warmth of that sun, however, was extremely welcome.

	"Fuuuuuuck," the "college kid" grumbled from behind me. At least I wasn't the only one lacking sensitivity this morning.

	I stumbled to the edge of the water and tried to unfasten the kid to free up my hands, but one small hand fiercely gripped my ear and the other held a fistful of chest hair that wasn't going to be removed without some pain involved on my part. I sat in the shallows.

	My mouth tasted funky so I put a little sand and ocean water in my mouth and vigorously swished for a minute before spitting it out and rinsing and gargling with a little more water. It was reasonably effective.

	"Okay, Buddy, I'm going to rinse us off." He looked down as I splashed some of the salt water between us to rinse off the urine. Then I inconspicuously let my own stream rip for some personal relief.

	I looked out into the ocean and was encouraged to see a respectable amount of seaweed within a safely accessible distance. I saw caulerpa, a fairly nutritious variety, high in vitamins A, B1, C, and folic acid, and several other healthy varieties of seaweed.

	I may have been a handicap to my fellow survivors on the journey here, but if rescue wasn't immediate then I'd be able to make it up to them with my knowledge as a marine biologist. Assuming we could find enough fresh water to survive, that is. Otherwise we were probably fucked regardless.

	In my peripheral vision I glimpsed my rescuers about fifteen feet away on either side of me taking care of their own morning bladder needs. I turned and stumbled back up the sand toward the pile of clothes near the threshold between the beach and the foliage of the small island's interior. They were still in the pile where we'd left them when we'd collapsed last night.

	Hopefully this nightmare would be over within a few hours and the four of us would never have to resort to eating the seaweed. With any luck our biggest worry would be not having dry clothes to put on before the Coast Guard swooped in to rescue us.

	The "businessman" appeared beside me and sighed as he looked at the wet mound, then began to shake out the clothes and hang them on low-hanging branches. All that was left was three pairs of underpants--my black Levi's linen briefs, the "businessman's" plaid Calvin Klein boxers, and the "college kid's" gray Under Armour boxer briefs--the baby's green and yellow shorts and shirt, the now button-less pale blue dress shirt and darker socks the "businessman" had been wearing, the "college kid's" red tee shirt, and my own torn up blue checked button-down.

	"There's bound to be puddles of fresh water in there after that rain," I said, inclining my head toward the island's interior. "We should drink what we can before it evaporates."

	The "businessman" nodded in agreement. "Yeah." Apparently he was a man of few words.

	The "college kid" came up behind us. "We don't want to miss flagging down a rescue boat or plane, though. We have to stay visible."

	"Yes," I agreed, "but we have to stay alive long enough to be rescued. We won't last more than three days without water."

	"Three days!" he yelped. "You think we'll be here three days?"

	We hadn't even shared first names yet, so I didn't know the guy's actual age or background, or even if he'd lost anyone in the crash. He had chin-length sun-kissed blond hair, and was tall and very muscular with just a little excess meat on his bones. He was built like many of the football players back at school. But despite the build, he had the baby-faced look of someone who was maybe eighteen or nineteen. So I felt like I should cut him a little slack on his panicked tone at the idea of rescue not necessarily looming just over the horizon, especially after the bravery and competence he'd shown manning the emergency exit door.

	"I don't know," I stated. "I don't know how big the potential search area is. I think we should hope for the best, but be prepared for the worst. We can't let ourselves get too rundown or it'll hurt our chances of surviving long term."

	At his stricken look, I hastily added, "Not that I think it'll come to that. By the way, my name is Henry."

	"Devon," said the "college kid."

	"Garrett," added the "businessman."

	Garrett's countenance was a little more knowing, and resigned. He looked a little older than me, maybe in his upper thirties, very distinguished in appearance with a high-bridged Roman nose. He had a receding hairline with short, chocolate brown hair, lighter in color than my own thicker, wavy, dark brown hair. Like Devon, he was also taller and bigger than me. Not as overtly muscular as the younger man, he had just a bit of a rounded abdomen but was well-toned overall. I would envy his excess of body hair if we ended up spending many more chilly nights here.

	The way the morning was swiftly heating up, though, and the very vertical angle of the sun's rise, told me our chill had been shock-based. Heat was more likely to be a concern than the occasional chilly night.

	Garrett probably realized, as I did, that the long low flight after coming out of the dive may or may not have been along the original flight path, and may or may not have been with any radio contact available to alert potential rescuers to our location.

	I could be wrong, but it seemed to me that if there had been radio contact or any kind of functioning beacon, then our location would have been known with reasonable accuracy, and we'd already have seen rescue planes or helicopters. But we hadn't, which told me we were looking at a potential time frame of whatever the standard rescue operation window was. Weeks? Months?

	"Let's take turns going in," said Garrett. "You and your kid go in first."

	"Not my kid," I replied.

	"He begs to differ."

	Of course Garrett knew the kid wasn't actually mine. He'd been sitting across the aisle from me, then was close behind me at the exit, but that was a fair point. The kid would eventually have to let go of me, but apparently he wasn't quite ready for that to happen. I ducked us under a branch and started weaving through the thick foliage.

	There were indeed a number of little dips with standing water. I wouldn't have trouble drinking it, but I wasn't sure about my little buddy. Did he still drink from a bottle? Had he any experience with those sipper cups they made for the older ones?

	Sam had plenty of nieces and nephews, and we spent a lot of time with his family, but I'd never thought to pay attention to the details of childhood progressions. It just hadn't interested me enough to make note.

	I did know, though, that whatever stage Buddy had been in, it probably hadn't involved lapping at puddles like a pet cat or dog, or attempting a scoop-and-pour with a leaf. But apparently instinct and a very strong thirst can overcome a lack in specific training quite well.

	"Come on, Buddy," I said, squatting and pointing toward a puddle of water. "Let's lie on our tummies and drink some of this. I bet you're as thirsty as I am." I did my best to speak with authority, like I wasn't giving him an option.

	One thing I did remember about kids was my sister-in-law saying that was the best way to talk to them. Just use your "matter-of-fact" voice, she'd told me. Don't use a coaxing tone or they'll think it's something they wouldn't want to do. Apparently it was as good as challenging the kid to resist or argue with you about it. I never heard her use the wheedling voice I'd heard random parents in public use when trying to get their kids to behave, and I never heard her raise her voice in anger at the kids, either. She just used a no-nonsense tone. I had to admit, she has some great kids.

	Could I pull it off? Would Buddy be able to tell I was a poser who had no real experience being responsible for a child?

	He actually let go with one hand as I maneuvered to shift us into position. I lowered my face to the puddle and drank first, to give him a demonstration. The water was tepid, but still tasted wonderful. I forced myself to back off so the kid could have a go.

	"Your turn, Buddy," I told him, and motioned for him to try. He seemed to understand and lowered his pale blond head toward the puddle. He made some slurping sounds so I figured he was getting something out of it.

	"You're doing great." I laid a hand on his back to encourage him. Perhaps it also made him feel more secure since he let go of me with his remaining hand and slithered forward to improve his angle on the water.

	There wasn't much there, and when it became too low for him to get any more water, he pushed up and maneuvered his legs until he was sitting on his little rump looking up at me with woeful hazel eyes and quivering lips. I quickly reassured him. "There's more, Buddy. We'll find another one."

	It wasn't exactly a lie. There were more puddles for the time being, but what about when it hadn't been raining? Technically the wet season was over. That didn't mean there wouldn't be any at all, but not as much.

	It was my turn to hold the baby to my chest for reassurance. I tried not to think of the wretched end we'd all have if dehydration was to be our fate. Perhaps we'd have been better off sinking with the others. I'd heard drowning was peaceful after the initial gasping intake of water. I didn't know from personal experience, of course, and I didn't want to die at all, but wouldn't anything quick be better than drawn-out pain and suffering?

	The idea of Buddy going through that depressed me more than for myself. I didn't want to watch this trusting child who'd latched onto me as a surrogate parent, naively putting his innocent life in my hands, die a painful death because I couldn't figure out how to help him survive. But worse, I didn't want him to additionally have the fear of dying alone, the last of us to succumb.

	A few more steps inland and we found a couple more puddles side by side. I smiled at Buddy and said, "Come on, let's drink some more!" with as much enthusiasm as I could muster. He wiggled to get down. We made quick work of those puddles, and I picked him up again. Our thirst was quenched, but I was hungry and knew Buddy had to be, too. The island interior was populated with edible fruit and nut trees.

	My background in marine biology didn't directly give me knowledge about such things, but I'd met Sam when I'd joined the biology department at the university where we taught, where he'd been the rookie prior to my arrival. As it happened, agroforestry was his thing. We'd gone on a joint venture research trip to the Solomon Islands my first summer there. A collateral benefit to falling hopelessly in love was that some of his knowledge had rubbed off on me.

	Just a cursory look around told me we'd be good on mangoes for a while and could probably expect papayas to be ready before too long. There were more options as well. The tall trees were coconut trees, but I didn't bother looking for fallen coconuts yet. Not much point until we found some sharp rocks or something to bust into them. The pandanus trees were of the large fruit variety, so they would be edible, too.

	A number of ripe mangoes were within reach, so I plucked one and handed it to Buddy. He grasped it in both hands and tried to bite it. His six little teeth weren't quite up to the task.

	"Hold on, Buddy," I said. "I'll find a way to cut that up for you in a bit."

	I picked three more and wedged them between us before getting a firmer grip on the kid and making our way back to the beach to find Devon and Garrett. They weren't where we'd left them, but I figured they'd be back after circling the perimeter. That wouldn't take long. Our island wasn't that big. Big enough, though, that I began to think it could sustain four people if we weren't gluttonous, and could get enough fresh water. Perhaps we could get enough liquid from the fruits to sustain us short term, at least.

	Of course, it was possible we needed to consider resources for more than four people. Some of the other survivors might have washed up here as well. The groupings of swimmers had been too far separated in the water to keep track of each other. Devon and Garrett would know after making their circuit of the island.

	We plopped down on the sand, and I laid the mangoes in front of us. I picked up one, bit into the skin and peeled it back on one whole side, and handed it to Buddy. It looked like he was trying to stuff the entire thing into his mouth, but managed to figure out how to gnaw on it, scraping his teeth over it again and again. I hoped he was getting more in than was running down his chest.

	I heard the others trudging through the sand before I saw them. I didn't inquire, since I knew from Devon's hang-dog expression that they hadn't seen any sign of rescue.

	"Any other survivors?" I asked.

	The two men sorrowfully shook their heads.

	"They were further down-current from us when we started out, and it was a little close for comfort even for us," said Garrett.

	"But we were kind of handicapped, with me holding the kid and all."

	"Nah," Devon replied. "You had a good strong kick. Plus, if I'd been alone my instinct would have been to swim straight toward the island."

	"But we hollered to them about the current," I said.

	"I know, but without your fuller argument I think I'd have angled toward it after a while. I bet they did that."

	Well fuck. That might be true. I was so familiar with the ocean that considerations like that were instinctive for me, but the general population likely wouldn't respect the strength of the current flow they were in.

	"Anyway, we're here, and we need to take turns circling so we don't miss anything," Devon decreed.

	Devon wasn't a callous person. I'd just spent enough time with him under horrifying conditions to have no doubts about that. We all have different coping mechanisms for dealing with stressful situations, so I wasn't going to let his indifferent sounding transition affect my opinion of his character. I didn't disagree with his comment, either, but there were other things we needed to prioritize as well.

	"Sure," I replied. "But first you each need to take a turn in there drinking some water before it evaporates. Then we need to have a quick discussion about what else needs to be done to facilitate rescue and to survive until that happens."

	Speaking in a manner I hoped was authoritative wasn't an easy feat considering I was standing there bare-assed naked. That nightmare everybody has where they find themselves speaking in front of a group of people and suddenly discover they're nude? That was the icing on the cake of this ordeal. The only consolation was that we were all in the same boat, so we all pretended it was no big deal. Seemed like the best way to handle it.

	"Agreed," said Garrett. Then he nodded toward the fruit I'd laid out in the sand. "What'cha got there?"

	"Got us each a mango. There's quite a bit of it."

	Devon picked one up and bit into it. "Thanks." He looked out over the ocean and sighed. Then he hitched his head toward Garrett. "You go ahead and drink next. I'll take another walk around the beach while Henry feeds the kid."

	Garrett silently strode into the foliage, and Devon started another lap around the island. I picked up my mango and chomped down into the juicy goodness. No wonder Buddy was making such blissed-out noises as he worked his way around his fruit.

	Devon made two trips around the island before Garrett emerged from the shrubbery. "Are those tall ones coconut trees?" Garrett asked, plopping down on the sand and grabbing the final mango.

	"Yes," I replied. "We're going to need to collect some rocks and make tools to get into them, though. For other stuff, too. There's plenty of fish out there, but we'll need to be able to filet them after we figure out how to catch them."

	Garrett nodded. "Those medium-high trees with the yellowish fruit, do you know what those are? There's quite a few of those, too."

	"Papayas. I don't think they're quite ripe, yet. I spotted some jackfruit and breadnut and others, too. We've also got a good-looking crop of caulerpa, and decent amounts of enteromorpha, chaetomorpha, and more. Food might not be a problem so much as water will be."

	Devon sat with a grunt. "What the fuck is caulerpa, and those other things you said?"

	"Varieties of seaweed," I told him. "Caulerpa is more commonly known as sea grapes and green sea feathers. Enteromorpha is known as tubular green weed, and chaetomorpha is commonly called curling fishing line. They're pretty nutritious."

	"How do you know this shit?"

	Buddy held his half-mangled mango up to me and chanted, "Dadadadadadadadada."

	Jesus Christ. My Grinch heart was never going to be able to stand up to that. Devon muttered, "Ew," as I took the slimy fruit, grimaced, and removed the pit with my teeth and fingernails, then peeled back the balance of the skin before handing back the gloppy mess.

	Humanitarian mission accomplished, I returned my attention to Devon. "I teach marine biology, which is pretty much the study of life found in salt waters--plants and animals in the oceans. I also picked up a bit about pacific island agroforestry on a research trip to the Solomons a few summers ago."

	Devon raised his eyebrows.

	Garrett said, "That knowledge will come in handy if we're stuck here for a few weeks."

	"Yeah," Devon added. "I'll have a new appreciation for nerds after this."

	I didn't know what to say to that, but Garrett cleared his throat and changed the subject by saying, "I work in sales. VP at Brainy Child Toy Company. That won't be very useful here, I'm afraid."

	"I doubt it'll matter anyway," I said. "They'll find us before too long." I'd been off on my people-watching assessment of Garrett back on the plane. He wasn't a tropical fruit importer after all.

	"How about you, Devon?" asked Garrett.

	"Student at Nebraska. Got a football scholarship. I'm studying criminology."

	My skills were vindicated. That was pretty much how I'd pegged Devon, but I wasn't cheered by the thought. I was reminded of the old couple and frowned. I hoped they'd been able to keep their calm attitudes through to the end, and I hoped the women who'd been sitting next to Devon, and the others in the water were found soon.

	I remembered a news story I'd read years back about four football players in the water off the coast of Florida after a boating accident. Two of the four had given up after mere hours and removed their life vests, and a third had removed his after one day, apparently thinking he'd spied land and was going to swim for it. Originally, four athletic people with life vests were in the water. Less than forty-eight hours later only one was rescued.

	That water had been nine or ten degrees colder than what we had here, but the people floating in the water today would be facing a brutal sun beating down on them, and dehydration would be worse out there without shade. How long before they gave up and allowed themselves to sink? And how long would inflatable vests last without someone manually re-inflating them?

	I sighed. Garrett's face seemed to mirror my thoughts. He suggested that Devon make his puddle-searching foray into the interior while we remaining three took a few laps on the beach to ensure our visibility to potential search parties.

	Our first stop was at the ocean's edge, because Buddy and I were a sticky mess. I splashed salt water on Buddy's tummy and wiped his chin, then encouraged him to pee as a preemptive move before picking him back up. I think it might have been the water splashing on him more than his understanding my words, but what did I know? I was just happy that it worked.

	I peered up at Garrett and asked, "How old you think he is?"

	"Your little buddy here?"

	I nodded.

	Garrett twisted his mouth and the lines between his eyebrows deepened as he contemplated the question. "Looks like he's got six teeth," he said. "He's a solid sitter, and seems to be on the verge of crawling. Just starting to verbalize and understands some of what we say. There's a wide range of 'normal' in child development, but I'd guess he's seven or eight, maybe nine months old. He's kinda big, so probably eight or nine, I think. Heck, maybe even ten. Like I said, there's a wide range of 'normal' for all the baby milestones."

	I picked up the kid and we started our first circuit around the island. "He did alright with the puddles, and tore up that mango," I said. "You think he's old enough to do okay without baby formula and stuff?"

	Garrett nodded. "Yeah, he'll be okay. No worse off than us, anyway."

	I gazed out over the ocean as we walked, and couldn't help think what a beautiful vacation paradise this would have been under different circumstances. My time with Sam in the Solomons was still my favorite memory.

	Sam. I tried not to think about what he was going through. I knew how I would react if the situation was reversed. I would be inconsolable. Hang in there, Sam, I'll be home soon.

	I turned back to Garrett and went fishing for information. "I was asleep when the shit hit the fan last night. Totally disoriented. Couldn't even venture to guess how long we stayed aloft after that dive, let alone the direction."

	Garrett remained silent, so I continued. "Judging by the sun's position, I think we're south of the equator. Not by much, though. I think we're in the south equatorial current, flowing west. I'm not familiar with the Southern Hemisphere's stars, but we might be able to make a more precise guess when they come out tonight."

	Garrett exhaled noisily, then offered up what he knew. "That fits. I couldn't sleep. I was playing solitaire on my tablet. Somehow I managed to keep hold of it during that dive. I switched it to a compass app." He paused and took a deep breath. "We were travelling northwest. I timed it at about sixty-five minutes."

	"Jesus Christ."

	"Yeah. We can only hope they'll think there's good reason to search backwards off the flight path."

	Meaning, the flight plan had us flying south, southwest to get to Fiji. If the pilot had checked in shortly before that all went down, and if communication wasn't possible after, then we might not be anywhere in the search zone, no matter how wide they expanded it. We were simply not along the path where they'd think the plane went down, and not where the current would take debris or survivors or...bodies from that path.

	I asked, "You think the pilot knew about this island? Was he making for it?"

	"Dunno. Maybe. Probably, I guess. Even if their instrument panel was trashed, they probably knew the direction if I did. Can't imagine why he'd knowingly risk taking us out of the search zone if
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