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I’m driving my clients, Sarah and Terri, to a small airport where I will accompany them on their chartered flight back to Columbia.

We’re halfway to the airport when Sarah’s cell phone rings. It’s one of the friends she and Terri visited over their five-day stay in Charlotte. She puts the phone on speaker so Terri can hear.

The friend explains that an acquaintance, in town for business, has missed his flight and needs to get to Columbia for an eleven o’clock meeting today. He says the man won’t hold them up because he’s at the main airport, which is not far from where we’re headed, and has an Uber driver waiting to bring him over. The friend assures my clients that the man will pay the extra passenger charge that his joining them on the flight will incur. My clients don’t know this man but as a favor to their friend, they agree to share their flight.

The man arrives as I’m pulling our rental into the parking lot. He follows us in, and I hover in the background while they introduce themselves and shake hands.

Terri looks around at me and says, “And this is—”

The man - whose name is Clive - cuts in. “Mmm, wait, let me guess.” He shoots a raised eyebrow in my direction. “Your pilot?”

Terri flashes a barely perceptible, irritated I-was-getting-ready-to-tell-you look that Clive doesn’t appear to catch, but all she says is, “No, I imagine that the pilot is either getting breakfast somewhere or is on the plane. This is Kai, our bodyguard.”

He looks mystified, as though he’s wondering why the two women need a bodyguard, but he isn’t so rude as to ask. Not his business anyway, which, no doubt, Terri would flat out tell him.

He doesn’t reach to shake my hand. Instead, he looks me up and down, taking in my non-descript appearance. He gives a little chuckle and says - loudly, “Bodyguard? I thought all bodyguards were big and muscular. Especially...” He stops and goes, “Er, I mean, you’re tall but kinda small.”

He’s a big guy so I imagine that most folk look small to him, but I’ve heard those sentiments before from people with mouths that outrun their brains. Of course, aside from being big and loud, in my opinion, the man is also an arrogant jerk, but I don’t let what I believe he’d almost said get under my skin. I shrug and say, “I get the job done.”

We reach the counter, and I see only three airport workers, but we don’t have a wait because it’s a slow Wednesday morning, and we’re the only customers. A smiling woman, who wears a tag that identifies her as Selma, checks us in, collects the extra fee from Clive, and adds him to the manifest. She then informs us that there will be a slight delay while a detail flagged by the pilot is corrected.

Clive says, “Oh? Is this going to take long?”

Selma shakes her head. “Oh, no, sir. I’ve been told that it’ll only be twenty minutes at the most.” She smiles and gestures toward the seating near the front. “Please make yourselves comfortable in our waiting area. If you would like a snack, the vending machines in the room on the left will accept up to a ten-dollar bill and give change; however, you are welcome to the free pastries that are in the cabinet. Also, you’ll find complimentary coffee on the counter.”

We thank her, and my clients and I grab cups of coffee before settling down on the padded benches, while Clive scoops up some of the free pastries. Instead of him taking the next empty bench beside me, he drags one around and parks it directly in front of us. He jumps right into imparting unnecessary information about himself, a lot of which sounds to me like blatant bragging. He’s not talking to me and does not appear to be a physical danger to my clients - he’s obviously trying to hit up one or both for a date - so I don’t intervene, but I do keep an eye on him.

When he thinks I’m not paying attention he slides the occasional glance in my direction, but mostly, he keeps his eyes on Terri and Sarah. As he tends to lean into their personal space, I can see it’s making them uncomfortable. They’re trying to be polite, but I think had they known how obnoxious he is, they would have declined to have him along. When he goes to get another pastry and a soda, my thoughts prove to be dead on.

Terri glowers at his receding back, and murmurs, “I don’t mind doing a favor for a friend, but what a creep!”

Sarah wrinkles her nose, and adds, “Yeah, next time, we’ll just say “no.”

I ask, “Would you like for me to shut him up?”

Both women chuckle, and Terri says, “Thanks, Kai. If he gets grabby and won’t stop, then sure, but otherwise, we’ll keep him at bay.” She grinned. “Besides, we can probably handle him even if he does get grabby. We haven’t forgotten what you taught us after that incident at the party Saturday night.”

Sarah giggles. “Yeah, I bet that guy is still limping!”

I chuckle remembering the man who, as had Clive, laughed and thought I was under-sized for a bodyguard. He’d also thought he could get away with grabbing and harassing my clients. I taught him better. The next day, I showed Terri and Sarah some defensive tactics, which they appreciated.

I don’t think Clive will get out of hand to that extent, but to preclude problems, I plan to keep him as far away from us as can be done on a small plane.

I’m relieved when, a few minutes later, an airport employee - Marie - informs us that our plane is ready. We get up and follow her, but just as we pass the check-in counter, a low, almost subsonic rumble, stops us dead. It quickly crescendos into a loud groan along with an intense vibration. The building shakes violently, and the lights flicker.

Marie screams, “Earthquake!” She and the other two workers run and slide under the counter.

We seldom have earthquakes in Charlotte and never big ones, so initially I think maybe a plane has crashed nearby, but when I look out the front window, I’m shocked to see cars in the parking lot bouncing on the pavement and smashing together. The big windowpane ripples. 

I barely have time to pull my clients down and scramble beneath a table across from the counter with them, before the pane squeals and shatters, throwing little bits of glass everywhere. Clive crams in with us.

The earth groans louder, and the noise goes up the scale until it sounds as if the planet is shrieking in pain. I hear a nearby crash and see the phone that was on the counter is now on the floor. The lights go all the way out, and the building would be in total darkness if not for the illumination from the now paneless window.

We huddle in place until the sound dies and the ground stops shaking - probably a couple of minutes, or less, but it feels a lot longer. After the clamor of the quake, it’s shockingly quiet, as though the world has been traumatized and stunned into silence. We crawl out and blink at each other.

I dust off my pants and straighten my jacket before hauling out my cell phone. With a shaky finger, I key in 9 1 1. I don’t hear ringing and I hold the phone out and stare at it. There’re no bars. I glance at the time: 9:45 a.m.

The airport personnel comes out from under the counter. The third airport employee, whose tag bears the name William, retrieves the phone from the floor and tries it. He shakes his head and hangs up.

“No dial tone,” he says, stepping toward a side door. “I’ve gotta check on the hangar crew.”

I go to follow him.

“Kai! where’re you going?” Sarah’s eyes are big and frightened.

I hide my own jangled nerves and say, “Don’t worry, I’ll be right back. I’m going to check on our pilot.”

She nods and I hurry to catch up to William.

The hangar is empty. One small plane inside is tipped over on a wing.

I glance around, frowning. “Where is everyone?

William looks mystified. “I don’t know. Maybe in the storage area - or the restroom.” He calls out but gets no answer.

We walk out to the tarmac where the six-seater we were to board sits. A crack is in the pavement about eight feet from it, but the plane is upright and intact. We go over to check on the pilot. We don’t see him through any of the windows, and he’s not standing outside. The stairs have been rolled up to the plane and the door is open, but because of the crack, we’re leery of trying to get aboard, so William shouts for the pilot. There’s no answer.

I wonder if the pilot is lying unconscious inside. I study the crack. It’s wide but not extremely so. I remember my track-and-field days in college in which I excelled in the long jump, and say, “Wait, I’ll check on him.”

William shoots a look at the fissure and raises an eyebrow. He edges up and carefully peers down into it. “Man! It looks deep. I can’t see the bottom. You sure you can get across that thing without falling in?”

I nod. “I did long jumping in college. I was pretty good at it.”

He looks uncertain but says, “Uh, okay, but be careful.”

I back up to get a running start and I easily clear the gap. I haul myself up the steps - and the plane is empty.

I come out and jump back across. “He’s not inside.”

William frowns, then he shrugs. “Maybe he was in the hangar and is hiding with the hanger crew.”

I stare at him because the only place they could be hiding would be in the hangar, where no one answered his loud yelling when we checked it out. “If they’re hiding somewhere, the quake is over; why haven’t they come out?”

William looks uneasy as he shakes his head. “I guess they’re too rattled. Let’s get back inside.”

I’m puzzled but the only thing I can think is that maybe they ran outside when the quake started and were engulfed when one of the larger fissures opened. As I follow William back to the terminal, I decide it’s not a good idea to mention that.

In the terminal, we explain that we didn’t see the hangar crew or the pilot. Puzzled looks flash across their faces. Everyone, though still shaken by the quake, expresses concern as to the whereabouts of the crew and the pilot. That is, everyone except Clive.

His face screws into a frown. “Damn! I guess this means I’m not going to get to Columbia in time for my eleven o’clock meeting.”

All eyes swing to him. I don’t know about the others, but I’m bothered at that being his main concern at the moment.

So is Terri, and she stares at him, a pucker forming between her eyebrows. “I believe we might have bigger worries right now, Clive, and I really don’t think you have to be anxious about missing a meeting. Columbia is only ninety miles from here and
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