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Chapter 1

Paris, France

Present day:

Bill was on time in his twenties, if he had
an appointment at one o’clock, he was there at ten minutes till one
o’clock; it was a military thing, but when he got out of the
military, he got out of the habit of getting to places early. In
his thirties, he was more halfhearted and it showed in his work and
life.

“I know you like to take your time to get
dressed, but even I have a point where it’s too much.” Bill looked
at the door to his grandmother’s bedroom.

In her room, French jazz played and she
turned the volume up.

His grandmother’s accent was thick and she
rolled her “r’s” with perfection. Her strong cheeks and soft lips,
she believed, drew from a distant relation to Sophia Loren. She
took that into consideration every time she dressed. She did her
makeup without any concern for time, a couple of hours to try on
dresses that were fashionable and whatever time it took to go
through her perfumes for the most appropriate scent. She was a
perfectionist and time did not interfere with beauty.

He pulled at his dress shirt and looked down
at his gut which looked back up at him. “So, I’m a little
overweight.” He rubbed his belly. “I’m not chunky, grandma.” He
shouted at the door and pushed his bangs from his face. “I have
muscles.”

The door opened and she stood there. “Oui,
mais qu'est-ce que vous faites avec les muscles?” She looked him
over.

“J’ai compris, okay.” He said.

“No, it’s not okay. You speak French all the
way or you speak English all the way.” She shook her head. “You
speak Franglais, that is not okay.” She looked at his hair. “Your
hair is French, thick and brown, like Sophia Loren. Try to take
care of yourself; this is not just a French thing.”

“Okay, don’t start that.” He looked at the
ceiling.

“Americans eat like it is their last meal.”
She waved her hands in slow jabs. “One pound of fried chicken,
potatoes that are fried.”

“There’s a frit stand just up the street,
grandma.” He smiled heartily.

“Frits!” She raised her brow. “This is a
Belgian thing, not a French thing.” She scoffed, went to the
chaise, and sat down.

“Whatever,” he said jokingly and sat next to
her.

“Whatever, another American word that is
better left to your mind and not your mouth.” She said. “And why so
many jobs for you?” She looked him over. “You look and behave like
you don’t care.”

“No stress at work means I have hair on my
head.” He got up and moved his carryon to the door.

“You are like the American’s say, jack of
all trades and master of none.” She got her scarf around her neck;
tan and peach were good colors for her fair skin. “And you do ten
days in that.” She looked at his carryon and got up. “This is for
paupers to travel like that; my grandson is no pauper.”

He mumbled, “flying basic coach.” Then,
looked his carryon over. “We’re going to be late.”

“Worry about your life, not the time.” She
came down the steps to the front door. “In France, this is what we
mean when we say …”

“C’est la vie.” He said.

“One complete French sentence.” A
semi-surprised look came over her face.

“This is my last night in Paris, grandma.”
His heart warmed as it sped up.

“Alors, parle tu Francais.” She stood at the
door, turned and looked at him. “Je t'aime Bill, mais je ne
comprends pas comment tu aller d'une chose à l'autre. Je n'ai
jamais eu dix emplois en dix ans.”

“You say my French isn’t very good.” He
frowned. “I love you too.” He went to her and they hugged. “And
I’ve had eight jobs in ten years, not ten jobs, because I work
short contracts.” He opened the door, walked out and held the door.
“I like to know and do different things.”

“Find one thing and focus.” She said. “You
may have a choice to do it and better your life.”

“Bien sur,” he gave her a kiss and they went
to dinner.

The next morning, he woke and looked himself
over in a closet mirror, “no one’s pretty at this hour.”

Grandma came out dressed in flats, sleek
jeans and a rose-colored blouse.

“That’s chic for the morning, France.” He
got his phone out. “Let’s do a selfie.”

“Selfie, to hear that word gives me a
headache.” She did her best smile and tilted her head just so her
rosy cheeks shined. “Okay,” she said and shook her finger at the
phone.

The phone made a click and then another.
“Two … just in case.” He looked the pictures over and smiled,
“nice.”

“Agréable,” she looked at the image.

“Alright, I love …” He said.

“S’il te plait, William.” She puckered her
lips.

“Je t’aime grand-mére.” They kissed, hugged
and then he was out the door, “au-revoir.”

“Au-revoir, mon cher petit fils,” she wiped
her eyes and watched him walk down the Parisian street with his
carryon in tow.

Paris, Charles De Gaulle was a melee of
nationalities that rushed from this place to that place.
Announcements began with a soft bell that sounded three times
followed by a lovely French woman’s voice, “Faites attention,” and
then she went on to tell the passengers about gate changes.

Bill made his way through security and then
to his gate, “A 37.” The walk went on and on and on. Until he found
another sign, “A 37” with an arrow. “Really,” he muttered and then
forced himself to look at his watch. From behind him, a woman spoke
and she wasn’t the lovely French woman who announced gate changes;
she was some rude beast with a penchant for causing agitation.

“I suppose that no matter where I go to get
around you, you’re just going to drift that way too.” She yelled,
the voice of an angry lioness. “Lazy traveler!”

Bill turned his head slightly to the left
and when he did that, he drifted that way too, “sorry.”

“My God, pick a lane!” The dirty blonde with
a husky figure said. She stormed past him with her Gucci
rollaboard, a big Gucci hand bag and Gucci ladies pack. If they had
a disco ball hanging from them, the bags couldn’t have been any
brighter. She had her hair all knotted up and tucked neatly against
the back of her head. Her face was a soft cloud from a very good
plastic surgeon.

“Got your overhead bin and under seat
storage all set then.” Bill said and shook his head at her. “Hope I
can afford that surgery when I’m sixty.” He got to the gate area
and frowned.

A mob stood around the gate and a short line
waited in the Sky Priority lane, first class. The devil’s mistress
who yelled at Bill earlier maneuvered her way around people with
physical and verbal belches to get to the front of the line.

“They called first class!” She bumped a kid
and then a man, “Why are all you people up here?” She nudged past
two women who had parked themselves just to the side of the “Sky
Priority Lane.” She looked them over, “move or help!”

“Ladies and gentlemen, flight ninety-nine
Paris to Atlanta is ready to board our Premium cabin.” The gate
agent said, “We’re boarding the premium cabin only …
first class.”

Bill sat down and people watched, but his
wandering gaze was interrupted by the angry dirty blonde again.

“I don’t care!” She shouted. “You’re not
changing my seat!” She yelled and then pulled her wheeled carryon
up so that no one could get by. “Back off!” A man tried to get past
her bag and she gave him an evil eye.

The passengers behind her gave out one
exhaustive sigh.

“Change it back!” She snapped and looked at
another agent who was busy at a screen. “You … you! You change my
seat back! International first class and this is how you treat a
Diamond medallion traveler, Diamond Medallion!” She focused on the
agent. “My seat was a window seat with direct aisle access, not
next to someone else … fix it!” She firmed up her grip on her
luggage.

“That’s the devil’s advocate right there.”
Bill laughed to himself. “Be nice to have a bed to lie down on for
an eleven-hour flight.”

“Idiots!” She let out, got her phone in hand
and filmed them. “That’s right! I got you on video, so don’t try to
screw me … and don’t touch me!”

The agent handed her the ticket and his
smile was far too wide to be real.

She looked at the ticket and shook her head.
Then, she scanned her ticket and boarded.

Another exhaustive sigh came over the crowd
that waited to board.

The last group was called. Bill got up and
worked his way towards the group fifteen boarding area. No, there
wasn’t any group fifteen, but it felt like it when the very end of
the boarding list was announced and you saw twenty people remaining
and two-hundred boarded already. He was at the very back of the
plane. He boarded mid-plane and glanced left at first class; there
were seats within alcoves and drinks going around. “Pauper class
for me,” he turned, got his carryon turned and walked past rows of
passengers. At the back, he fought for a space to put his carryon
in and settled into his aisle seat. Three, three and three across,
“Man, this is tight.”

The woman next to him frowned. “Thanks for
saying that … you think a middle seat is better?”

“Sorry,” he said.

“The boarding door is closed now.” The
Flight attendant said. “Cross check please.”

The plane was pushed back. A quick taxi and
they were in the air in minutes. The flight attendants managed
lunch quickly. Most of the passengers were caught up in their seat
back videos. Bill checked the aisle and got up. He went to walk up
the plane, but a flight attendant called to him.

“Sir, I’m sorry, but the lavatory for main
cabin is at the back.” She held her hand up to usher him that
way.

Six hours later and just about everyone was
asleep upright. Some turbulence jostled the plane and it teetered
to the left and then to the right. He didn’t sleep well on any
flight. The control was out of your hands. Not even the most
experienced pilot with the most advanced plane could un-ruffle
turbulence. The clouds beneath them were dark, ominous. Anxiety
pulsed through him in jolts. His eyes darted to the emergency exit,
“in the event of an emergency, the nearest exit may be behind you.”
He turned back and looked the door over. Then, he reached for the
plane’s information card. “Just in case,” he mumbled.

“BOOM!” The side of the plane dipped hard to
the right.

Screams blew out of the few people who were
awake. Other people woke to the noise and fought their senses which
told them they were in trouble.

“Ladies and gentleman, the captain has
turned on the seatbelt sign,” then the lights flickered. “BOOM!”
The plane pitched slightly nose down and then nosed back up.

Screams erupted!

“Jesus,” The chewed-up lunch meat lurched up
Bill’s throat where it waited to be vomited.

“You think God’s going to help right now?”
The woman in the middle said.

“Ladies and gentleman, Captain Neuman here.”
Then, an abrupt click that the mic disconnected. The lights
flickered and then brightened to their maximum.

“Capt. Newman here, we have an issue with
our number two engine, right side of the aircraft.” He clicked
off.

The clicks jolted everyone’s hearts.

The plane hummed and leveled out. “We can
fly on one engine for some time folks.” CLICK! “We’re going to
continue towards the eastern seaboard of the US.” CLICK! “It’ll
take a little longer, but safety is paramount right now.” CLICK!
“Flight attendants, prepare the cabin.” CLICK!

Flight services were over and you could only
get up to pee or poop, now, on an emergency basis. Some people
cried and things turned surreal. Flight attendants pulled life
vests out and put them on. Passengers frantically searched the
aisle for the flight attendants. Did they or should they get their
life vest out? Some passengers pulled the red tab at the base of
their seat, pulled their life vest out and when other people saw
it, they did the same. Confusion reigned.

“Ladies and gentlemen, the cabin crew will
assist you in the event you need a life preserver, please stop
removing them, thank you.” She said and then didn’t let the mic
button go. So, everyone overheard her say, “my God, we’re not
crashing yet … oh damn it.” CLICK!

Bill hesitated, because the plane was level
and quiet. Why rush now? Though, he looked at his watch more times
than he’d looked at it all year.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the captain said.
“When the engine quit, it caused some damage to the control
surfaces.” CLICK!

Some moans and subtle cries could be heard.
Fearing the worst without hearing it first was common on airplanes;
there was only one place to land this far over the Atlantic, the
water.

“Oh man,” Bill said.

Passengers on the right side looked over
each other at the wing.

“The damage to the control surfaces can be
balanced out by using opposing control.” CLICK. “However, the
damaged wing is …” A sigh came out, a worrying sigh that mothers
make when they tell their young children, “no, I’m not buying you
candy.”

“We’re looking at our options and we’re on
the phone with some experts about what to do.” He said and there
was no click this time. The background radio chatter came over the
mic. “So, you’re sure?” Then, the person on the other end said,
“unfortunately Jim, find a spot, be sure that GPS and your
coordinates are spot on. We’ll get to …” CLICK!

Goose bumps leapt onto every living
soul!

Bill leaned over the woman between him and
the window seat and looked at the dark clouds.

She looked at him, “Really?”

The plane bounced and then the rear of the
plane suddenly shifted one direction and then another; it was a car
on a dirt road doing fishtails! People screamed! Bill sat back and
his hands had a monster’s grip on the seat armrest, a bare-knuckle
grip.

There were two beeps and a flight attendant
hurried to the back.

“Are we going to crash?” The woman in the
middle asked. “Seriously, we must be miles from land.” She tried to
look over Bill. “Hello!” She looked for the flight attendant.

“BOOM!” The plane jerked to the left and
some overhead bins burst open! Carryon’s and coats and bags fell
out! Screams erupted and some people got hit on the head.

“Ladies and gentlemen, so the final thing
here is that, I’m sorry to say, but we are going to do a water
landing.” Now, fear vomited all over every single person!

“Flight attendants prepare the cabin.”
CLICK! Now, they wanted you in a life preserver!

People in shock got up and tried to get
their things. Other people pulled their life vest out and inflated
them in the seat! Some bags fell from the overhead bins; they
landed on people or fell in the aisle where they blocked it. The
dirty blonde, from first class, rushed down the aisle with her
large Gucci bag to the back of the plane. She lifted her legs high
over a bag in the aisle and dragged her Gucci over it.

“Ma’am!” The flight attendant yelled, “Take
your seat!”

“I know what happens when these things go
down!” She half ran, half walked and looked older now in the bright
light with heavy cheeks and strong lines around her mouth from fake
laughs and forced smiles. Bitterness and fear were her new friends.
She pushed past seats and ricocheted off of them!

“Ladies and gentlemen, remain seated!” The
flight attendant shouted, “Remain seated if you want to survive!”
Some people got their wits back and sat back down. The dirty blonde
disappeared behind the last row into a bathroom and slammed the
door shut.

One guy a row over popped his vest! “Damn
thing’s in the way!” He shouted.

The plane hummed, shook and rocked back and
forth! Bill looked over the two passengers to his left and peered
out the window. The ocean had white caps that were highlighted with
every lightning strike! His heartbeat roared!

“My God,” Bill said and realized at that
very moment, they were going to crash in seconds. He sat back in
his seat and looked straight ahead. Then …


Chapter 2

Open Ocean

WHAM! The plane slammed into the water,
jolted up and the fuselage split open! People were ripped from
their seats and thrown into the ocean! The plane bounced, hit again
and broke into sections. The cockpit and first-class part of the
fuselage went under in minutes! Faces looked up at the surface and
bubbles drifted from their mouths; passengers fought with their
seat belts and luggage drifted over them. At the rear of the
aircraft, the water rushed up the aisle. They were afloat, for now.
People leapt from their seats, some with life preservers on and
some without. People grabbed carry-ons and their personal things,
then they naturally went to the front, but that section of the
plane was gone. So, some people just dove into the water!

Thunder clapped around them, lightning
flashed above them and heavy rain drops pelted them!

The plane rolled up and then down; it might
have believed that it was, now, a ship rolling with the huge waves,
but it wasn’t. The heavy rain covered Bill’s eyes and he shook the
droplets off only to have a hundred more cover his face, “get up,
Bill … get up.”

The woman in the middle seat punched his arm
and tried to climb over him. “GET THE HELL UP!” She screamed at
him, but he didn’t feel any of it.

Then, she kneed his leg, “Move!” She climbed
over him and the man climbed over him too.

He looked up and the cabin lights were off.
The aisle and emergency lights flickered even under the ocean
water. “Get up, Bill. GET THE HELL UP!” He pulled at his seatbelt
and got up. “Help!” The cabin was nearly empty already. Most of the
passengers were half in the water or swam towards a couple of life
rafts that hung from the door behind the wing. He shook his head
and wiped the rain from his face again. “The nearest exit may be
behind you.” He turned and a man was at the back door already.

The plane lurched and dipped. Water rose to
the seat cushions! Bill looked at the overhead bin and wondered.
Then, he looked down. “Life vest.” He got the life vest from under
his seat and the cabin tipped downwards which brought the tail
section up. Quickly, he got his arms and legs through the loops,
pulled the straps and tightened it. He looked at the overhead bin
and went to open it, but stopped; “Bill, you … you gotta just go.”
He gripped the seat to stay steady.

The ocean lapped at his calves. “GO!” He
shouted and made his way to the last exit door at the very rear of
the plane. The door across from him was blocked with a couple of
carts that must’ve come out when they crashed. The door on his side
was open and a large yellow raft was inflated.

The dirty blonde pulled at the rope that
held the raft to the plane.

“Wait for me!” Bill shouted at her.

“Then, you unit us!” She shoved her Gucci
bag to the very end of the raft.

A man bumped into Bill. “It’s just us!” He
was a heavy-set man with no neck and a shirt that had, “PARIS”
across it with pictures of famous landmarks of France.

The plane lurched up and then the tail fell
down. The ocean splashed into the raft and tried to claim it.

Bill looked at the cabin and thought. The
only thing that kept them level must be the tail wings. “Go, get
on!”

The man pushed past with his rollaboard.

“You can’t take that!” Bill yelled at
him.

“I’m not leaving my souvenirs!” He tripped
at the door and fell head first into the raft with his rollaboard
right behind him.

The fuselage groaned; that was it. Bill went
to step on, but stopped.

“Get on or get lost!” The dirty blonde
shouted.

“C’mon buddy!” The man yelled.

The fuselage rolled up again with the waves
and then the rear dipped as the wave passed.

Bill walked a few steps and looked at the
seats, “Anyone there!” He waited and the ocean slammed against his
legs. “ANYONE!” That was it. He had to go or go down with
it. He rushed back to the door and the man’s hands were busy trying
to untie the tether. Bill got his fingers into the tab and a wave
shifted the fuselage hard!

The wave threw Bill from the plane into the
middle of the raft.

The man pulled at the tether and fought with
it. “I … it’s not coming loose!”

Bill shouted. “Didn’t you read the
manual?”

The fuselage sank further and, now, the raft
was being pulled under with it.

“No, who reads that stuff!” He slammed his
fists on the tether. His hands slammed the water that crept over
the tether and into the raft. The plane was taking the raft
down!

“We’re going to drown because of one idiot!”
The dirty blonde shouted.

Bill turned to her and then turned to the
man. Their end of the raft was partly under water. He had to move,
“Bill, go … GO NOW!” He told himself, then leapt to the end where
the raft was being firmly pulled under by the fuselage. The tail
section was well on its way to the depths. The tabs were underwater
now. Bill wiped the rain or tears of fear from his eyes, “Christ,
almighty.” He looked at the man and then the dirty blonde. “Hell
with it.” He turned back, slid off the end of the raft and went
under.

Bill fanned his arms to get to the tabs. His
vest wasn’t inflated and fluttered like paper flaps as he swam
down. He saw two bright yellow and red plastic tabs despite the
blur of the salt water in his eyes. Beneath him was dark blue, the
depths of a beast with its mouth wide open. He kicked his
feet and moved closer and closer to the tabs. He got one tab and
pulled it, nothing. He swung his feet down and against the floor of
the door. Then, he got both hands on the tab as bubbles, his air,
drifted past his eyes. He pulled and “POP!” the first tab unhooked.
A part of the raft swooshed past him. He got his feet planted
firmly again and had the last tab in hand. He pulled and “POP!” The
tab tore the tether loose, the end of the raft screamed, “FREEDOM!”
The raft swooshed up and shoved Bill’s head into the top frame of
the aluminum door frame, “crack!” A trail of blood seeped from his
skull into the water.

His eyes were fixed on the tail end of the
plane as it sank into the beast’s mouth. His heart beat hard
against his chest and yelled at him, “AIR!” He swallowed a gulp of
ocean water, kicked and then looked at the bubbles, the way up! He
pushed with his arms and his head popped out of the water!
“AH!”

A wave lifted him up to its peak where the
white cap splashed his face. “HELP!”

“There he is!” The man shouted and threw a
life preserver to him. “Get it!”

Bill pulled the tab on his life vest! The
vest blew up and helped him float. He threw his arms out and swam
for the doughnut. “Got
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