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Author

Writing is both exciting and challenging, leading your mind into a new, almost unconscious dimension that those never venturing into the realm of fictional writing will ever experience. Even though exciting and stimulating, at times, the task of completing a manuscript would be doubtful without the love and support of family and friends.
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Chapter One - Meeting
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Ned Andrews began wandering through the LAX gift shops around ten a.m., waiting for his flight. He didn’t need or want anything, just killing time as he had many times in the recent past. The flight wouldn’t leave for an hour, and he looked through the display cases with indifference. A pocketknife caught his eye as he peered through the glass top of a display case. Nice looking knife and it’s a Garber; I didn’t know they made knives like this. It’d be great for camping. Yeah, but will I ever go camping again?

“May I see this, please?”

The clerk removed the knife from the case and handed it to Ned: “It’s a beauty, isn’t it?”

Without answering, Ned began to examine it: nice size knife blade, one for scaling fish and removing hooks, a pruning saw blade, can opener, bottle opener, and an awl. Not exactly a Swiss Army knife, but perfect for hunting and camping. Why am I looking at it? I have a whole drawer full of them. Yeah, but not a Garber.

“What kind of steel?” Ned asked.

“Four-forty C,” the clerk answered. “It’s a special edition made using the finest steel; that’s why it’s so expensive.”

“Yeah, fifty bucks is a lot. It’s the right steel for a good knife, though, and a rosewood handle as well.” He looked at the clerk. “Will I have trouble getting it through the metal detector?”

“No; just put it in the tray in its box; it shouldn’t be a problem.”

From the gift shop, Ned headed for the snack bar. I hope the flight is on time; I hate this waiting, he thought as he paid for his coffee. Cup in hand, Ned sat near the gate, sipping his coffee. He took the knife box out of the sack from the store and opened it. The clerk was right, they let it go through; amazing.

As he sipped the coffee, he pulled a small pocket knife from his pocket, dropped it in the knife box, and put the new knife in his pants pocket. He dropped the knife box in his laptop case and closed it. The new knife felt a bit large compared to the pocketknife, but he liked it so much he wanted to carry it. The flight to Tokyo would seem endless so examining the knife would help pass the time.

Ned shuffled in his seat as he sipped his coffee. The thought of flying coach bothered him; he waited too long scheduling the flight and missed getting a first-class seat. I hate cramped seating on long flights, but sitting one row from the back with only two seats instead of three, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. He sighed; I’m going to hate this flight. Why am I going? I’m not sure I like this company. If not in Japan, I’d stay home. Yeah, and do what, you’re all alone, remember. And whose fault is that? Oh well, at least investing is paying off. I’ve made a lot of money since selling my interest in the business. Yeah, if I keep it up, someday I’ll be the richest man in the graveyard. He sighed again and took another sip from the cup.

***
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Beth Jordan walked up to the counter at the gate and handed the clerk her ticket and boarding pass. The clerk looked at them and handed them back.

“Just have a seat. We’ll begin boarding in twenty minutes.”

I hope I’m not sorry for doing this, she thought as she sat and began flipping through a magazine. I don’t know why I let Jenny talk me into it; I hate flying and all the way to Japan! Dumb, but what will I do if I stay home? I don’t feel like looking for a job; it just doesn’t feel right. Why is this happening to me? I didn’t do anything wrong.
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Thirty minutes later, a voice came over the PA system: “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen, we are now boarding flight 1453 to Honolulu, Hawaii, and Tokyo, Japan. We will begin boarding all those requiring assistance first. Please have your boarding pass ready when entering the gate, Thank you.” Ten minutes later: “Ladies and gentlemen, we are now boarding flight 1453, rows 42 through 36.”

In no hurry, Ned took his time getting up and making his way to the line of passengers waiting to board. As the line progressed, Ned made his way through the gate and onto the plane.

“Welcome aboard, sir,” a flight attendant said when he showed her his boarding pass, “right-hand side in the back of the plane.”

Without answering, he started down the aisle. As he worked his way through passengers placing their things in the overhead compartments, he looked at his boarding pass again, seat 41A. I hate window seats on long flights. No first-class, then no aisle seat; it can’t get any worse than this.

When he came to row 41, seat 41A—his seat next to the window—was occupied by a beautiful young woman. Ned looked at his boarding pass again, then at the woman before sitting, putting his laptop case in front of him.

“Is something wrong?” she asked.

“Not really. You’re in my seat, but I prefer the aisle, so please stay where you are.”

The woman looked at her boarding pass and started to get up: “I’m so sorry!”

“No, really, it’s okay; I prefer the aisle.”

The woman looked at him, then looked away: this guy reminds me of the jerk that got me fired. He looks about the same age, although he is bigger and much nicer looking, but he’s just trying to con me. I bet before this flight is over, he’s trying to hit on me. Just my luck, I should have stayed home!

Wow, what a beautiful woman, Ned thought, settling back in his seat. I can see she’s not impressed with me, though. She looked at me like she wished I would fall out of the plane or something. She’s too young for me, for what difference that makes. My luck with women hasn’t been that great. Yep, one hell of a long flight! I should’ve stayed home.

“Ned Andrews,” he said, with his right hand extended toward her.

She looked at Ned. “Beth Jordan,” she replied as she reluctantly shook his hand.

“Are you going to Honolulu?” Ned asked.

“No, Tokyo. Are you—”

“Tokyo,” Ned answered before Beth could finish.

“Oh, how nice; I’m a little tired, so if you don’t mind?”

“I’m sorry, of course.”

Yep! One hell of a long flight, that’s for sure. He tilted the seat back and closed his eyes, trying to sleep.

***
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Ned’s eyes opened when he felt the plane roll away from the gate and taxi toward the runway. It turned and, with engines roaring, sped down the wide concrete strip, rising high into the air.

Neither Ned nor Beth spoke on the first leg of the flight. When the plane landed in Honolulu, Ned got up to let Beth leave the plane. The plane would be in Honolulu for about half an hour to board new passengers, so Ned decided to check on the availability in first class for the remainder of the flight. When the aisle cleared, he rose from his seat.

“I’m sorry, sir, we have a full flight to Tokyo,” the clerk at the ticket counter said, “we also have five standbys—sorry.”

A little discouraged, Ned returned to his seat and took out his laptop.

Beth was one of the last passengers to return to her seat, and Ned didn’t see her as she approached.

“Excuse me.”

He looked up, folded the computer, and stood. “Sorry.”

Carrying two magazines and a book, Beth took her seat. “That’s okay, you seemed to be very busy.”

“And I see you found something to keep you busy for the rest of the flight.”

“It should help.” She looked away and started flipping through a magazine.

“Flight 1453, you’re cleared for takeoff. There is a tropical depression in your flight path, but the meteorologists assure us the conditions are not favorable to develop into a storm. If you want to avoid it, you can fly south around the outer edge. Have a nice flight; you’re clear for takeoff.

“Thank you,” the pilot replied, “see you on our return flight.”

As the plane rose from the runway, soaring high over Honolulu and out over the ocean, Ned closed his eyes again.

***
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Later, the plane bounced slightly as the weather began to change and Ned looked over at Beth reading a magazine, then closed his eyes.

“Excuse me, sir,” the flight attendant said as the plane shook going through some turbulence, “will you be having dinner?”

Ned opened his eyes and repositioned his seat back. “Yes.”

“Chicken or steak?”

“Steak, please.”

“And you miss.”

“Chicken ... I guess.”

“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen this is your captain. We are experiencing a little turbulence, but it’s of little concern. There’s a storm forming in front of us, and I will be changing course to avoid it. Sit back, relax, and enjoy your dinner.”

Ned enjoyed his meal, even though he had to hold onto his tray while he ate, but Beth just picked at her food. The bad weather made her nervous, and she feared the jerking and bouncing would make her ill. As the flight continued and the weather worsened, she became more nervous.

“It’ll be okay,” Ned said reassuringly.

She glanced at him, trying to smile: “I know ... I’m just not hungry.”

Maybe I misjudged him; he seems nice and has left me alone so far, and we’ve been flying for hours. He’s not like Jason—that jerk—and it is comforting having a strong, good-looking man sitting beside me in this storm. Why am I so suspicious of every man I meet?

After dinner, when the flight attendant offered Ned a drink, he surprised himself by turning it down and drifted off to sleep again. Beth declined the offer as well and picked up her book, but trying to get into it became impossible because of the rough weather.

I wish I’d never let Jenny talk me into this. She glanced over at Ned. How can he sleep at a time like this? I could use a little company right now, but I might as well be all alone.

The flight crew had changed course to maneuver around the storm, then without warning, and contrary to all the meteorological predictions, the tropical depression veered right into their path and continued to gain strength as it spread across the horizon. The plane became caught in a violent storm with no way to avoid it.

The plane bounced and rolled, and Ned woke with a jolt. The plane continued to bounce and roll as he looked at Beth, biting her lip with tears in her eyes, both hands gripping the armrests. He glanced around the cabin and saw other passengers crying or holding on tight to their seats, looking very frightened.

“Wow! That was a big one,” he said, “you, okay?” Beth didn’t answer. “There’s nothing to worry about; these guys are the best in the business. I’ve been in a lot worse storms than this.” Beth slowly looked over at Ned with tears rolling down her cheeks.

“I hate flying. I don’t know why I let Jenny talk me into it.”

“Is she the reason you’re going to Tokyo?”

“Yes. She’s my best friend, and since I have the time right now, she thought we should get together. We haven’t seen each other for three years.”

The plane jolted again and dropped slightly, wobbling from side to side. Fear filled Beth’s eyes as she looked at Ned for reassurance.

“Hey ... it’ll be okay. It’s pretty rough, but we’ll get through it; it’ll be over before you know it.” How long will you be in Japan?”

“I don’t know, maybe a couple of weeks.”

“It’s a long way to go; maybe you should stay longer. She’s your best friend, right?”

Before she could respond, a bright flash of lightning filled the cabin, followed by thunder, and the plane shook violently, this time with a creaking sound. The lights flickered then went out as the engines began winding down. Before the lights went out, Ned thought he saw the seat in front of him move forward an inch or so. The emergency lights came on, and Ned knew the engines had shut down.

Did that seat move? Impossible!

***
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“Mayday-mayday, this is flight 1453; we’ve lost power and are going down,” the co-pilot said, sending a distress signal as he and the pilot tried frantically to restart the engines.

The plane pitched and rolled in the storm as it descended out of control, downward—nose first. Flight attendants were being tossed about or knocked to the floor. People continued screaming, clinging to each other as the plane continued its descent. The pilot and co-pilot worked feverishly to restart the engines as the plane continued in a steep dive. Beth started crying and screaming at the same time.

“Put your head between your knees!” Ned yelled. They leaned forward as far as they could with their hands behind their heads.

BOOM!

A loud noise accompanied by a bright flash came through the window and, for an instant, bathed them in an eerie light. The pilot had succeeded in restarting the engines, but the plane continued downward in a steep dive. The plane broke through a layer of clouds, heading for the water, as the nose slowly started to rise, too late to avoid the ocean coming toward them. The tail section hit the water first, which began to separate from the fuselage then, a split second later, the belly hit and bounced off the water. The pilot and co-pilot jammed the throttles all the way forward, causing the plane to rise slowly from the surface of the ocean. When the plane hit, Ned and Beth were almost pulled from their seats. The cabin filled with the sound of ripping metal as air and water rushed into the void forming between the tail section and cabin. The tail section, what to Ned seemed to be in slow motion, began to separate from the rest of the plane, breaking apart just in front of them.

When the plane bounced off the water and began ripping apart, Ned could see the ocean through the open space in front of them. As the tail broke away from the rest of the plane, its opened end rotated downward as it rose above the water.

Without thinking, Ned unbuckled both of their seat belts.

“Jump!” he screamed, grabbing the hysterical woman by the arms, pulling her from the plane as he jumped into the vast open space in front of them. Less than fifty feet above the ocean, they fell through the void between the two broken sections of the plane, kicking and screaming as the front of the tail section continued to rotate downward, rising higher above them in a long, graceful arch. Pieces of debris, magazines, Ned’s computer case, the seat cushions, and other objects were falling all around them as they fell through space in what seemed an eternity.

The other passengers in rows 41 and 42 didn’t release their seat belts and jump from the plane. Trapped in the aft section of the plane, they screamed hysterically, clinging to each other. Both pieces of the plane rose higher and farther apart as Ned and Beth fell screaming toward the water. The aft section completed its arc and plunged into the water, immediately disappearing below the ragging waves. The rest of the plane continued rising and moving farther away, but the jagged rear of the passenger cabin, with no stabilizer to hold it up, slowly rotated downward, putting the plane in a steep, unsustainable climb.

In desperation, Ned fought to keep their heads up as they fell through the air and hit the water feet first. Noise from the water filled their ears as they burst below the surface, descending deep into the turbulent ocean. The roar of water continued to fill Ned’s ears as they sank deeper and deeper. Filled with fear they would never stop sinking, Ned held tight with his left hand to Beth’s right arm as they continued deeper. He opened his eyes and could see a faint glow from the ocean surface far above them. In a desperate attempt to stop their descent, he started kicking his feet and stroking with his right hand, trying to reverse direction. Their descent slowed, then stopped as they began to rise. The surface seemed to be a mile above them, and Ned’s heart pounded so hard he could almost hear it as he fought to hold his breath. He could feel Beth kicking beside him as they inched toward the surface.

As they broke through the surface, Ned held onto Beth’s arm, gasping for air. She screamed and grabbed Ned around the neck, and both sank below the churning water again, with barely time to take a breath. Sinking deeper into the ocean, Ned grabbed Beth’s arms and started kicking. When they broke through the surface for the second time, Ned pulled Beth’s arms from around his neck and pushed her away, gasping for air as they descended beneath the raging wind, rain, and waves once again. Ned could see Beth in front of him kicking and thrashing below him. Instinctively, he dove down below her, swimming headfirst, and came up from behind, grabbed her by the armpits, and swam for the surface. When they broke through, Ned started swimming on his back, pulling Beth with him as waves crashed over them.

“Don’t fight me! We’ll both drown! Can you swim?”

“No!”

“No! Just relax; I got you.” Now what will I do, he thought, treading water and keeping Beth’s head above the waves.

The storm began to subside as they floated on the surface, trying to avoid the crushing waves and catch their breath. The waves grew smaller as Ned tried to keep their heads above the water, and the rain slowed to a drizzle, with the wind decreasing to a strong gusty breeze. With the improving weather, Ned started searching the ocean, looking for other survivors in the vast empty ocean. Off in the distance behind them, he saw two square objects, maybe twenty yards away.

“The seat cushions—we need those cushions!”

With his left hand under Beth’s chin, he started swimming on his back toward the cushions, pulling Beth behind him. Beth started kicking her feet and paddling with her hands as they made their way toward the cushions. The storm continued to ease, with waves still breaking over them. Completely exhausted, Ned kept swimming with the wind toward the cushions, knowing they were their only hope to stay alive. The wind drove the cushions away, even though the distance between them grew smaller.  By the time Ned reached the first cushion, his strength was almost gone. He grabbed the cushion and pulled it around in front of Beth. When she caught hold of it, Ned released her.

“Hold on!” He shouted as he swam toward the other cushion, which continued to drift away.

“Don’t leave me!” Beth screamed as Ned swam away, and her crying turned to hysteria.

The wind and waves continued separating the cushions, and when Ned retrieved the second one, Beth looked far away. He pulled the cushion under his chest, gasping for air, trying to regain his strength. The sound of Beth’s hysterical crying could be heard above the wind and waves. Afraid she would let go of the cushion and slip below the surface, Ned took a few deep breaths and started swimming toward her, pushing the cushion in front of him. Some waves were breaking over him as he swam, with the wind blowing in his face, which helped since it propelled Beth in his direction.

It took him several minutes to catch up with her, and when he came close, she struck at him with one hand, holding onto the cushion with the other and screaming: “Why did you leave me!?” Her fist struck the cushion in front of Ned.

“I had to; we need both cushions to survive. You knew I would come back.”

“Oh, sure! ‘Trust me!’ All you have done since we got on the plane is lie to me! ‘Everything will be okay,’ you said, ‘I’ve been in worse storms than this—there’s nothing to worry about.’ Then you about rip my arms off when you pulled me out of the plane.” She looked away, still sobbing.

Neither spoke for a while as they rode the crest of the waves, which had eased since Ned rejoined Beth. Again, he searched for other survivors, finding the ocean devoid of life. Off in the distance, Ned could see debris floating on the water but no people, no rafts, no signs of life except for the two of them. With his breathing almost normal now, he could feel his strength returning. It frightened him not to see other passengers or more debris on the water.

Where can they be? The plane was full, they should be all around us.
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Ned and Beth didn’t see what took place as they fell from the tail section, which rose higher in a slow roll with the jagged opening hitting the ocean first, sinking immediately, taking the passengers in rows 41 and 42 with it. The rest of the plane continued away from the aft section, under the power of the engines, unable to maintain a level attitude without the tail. The flight crew fought desperately to keep the plane level, trying to land it belly first as the jagged, unsupported open end of the cabin continued to sink lower in the air. The plane traveled a few miles before crashing back into the water. The broken end hit the water first, then flipped forward, causing the nose to dive deep beneath the surface. Water rushed into the severed end of the cabin, and in less than a minute, the plane disappeared deep into the ocean. The water rushed in with such force no one could escape. Those that managed to free themselves from their seats were sucked deep into the ocean by the undertow created by the rapidly sinking plane. The plane crashed into the ocean miles away from Ned and Beth, so they couldn’t see the debris and didn’t know they were alone in the middle of the Pacific Ocean.
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The light continued to fade as the sun sank lower in the sky, almost invisible through the clouds. A light misty rain began to fall as Ned and Beth bobbed over the surface on the crest of the waves. The storm seemed to be returning, which worried Ned; their chance to survive in another storm with nothing but seat cushions seemed impossible.

It had been at least an hour since they plunged into the churning ocean when the rain increased, and the wind grew stronger. The rain, however, was soft and light while the wind became no more than a strong breeze. The waves became large rolling swells, making it easy to keep their heads above the water as they clung to the seat cushions. As the light faded, the rolling ocean surface began to take on an eerie glow, and far off to the East, they could see lightning accompanied by the faint sound of thunder coming from the center of the storm.

Beth looked at Ned: “You saved my life.”

“Well, I couldn’t jump by myself ... I was too scared.”

“How can you joke about it!?”

“That’s no joke; I knew we wouldn’t survive when the aft section hit the water again, and I wasn’t going to leave you there. I don’t think I would’ve had the guts to jump by myself, and I was so scared I pissed my pants on the way down.”

Beth burst out laughing, “you weren’t the only one.” They both started laughing and then were silent again. “Where are the others?”

“I don’t know. I’ve looked all around, but I don’t see anyone. There isn’t much debris from the plane, either. It doesn’t make sense.”

“Will they send someone to look for us—and don’t lie to me again.”

“Ha! Me lie? What about you? You told me you couldn’t swim, but you did pretty darn good going for the cushions.”

“I can dog paddle and swim on my back a little, but not very well.”

“You about gave me a heart attack when you said, ‘I can’t swim,' I thought we were goners when we started for the cushions ... thanks for the help.”

“Well ... will they?”

“All I can say is, I sure the hell hope so. I’m sure the crew had time to send a distress call. I don’t know how long it will take them to get here, though; I don’t know how far they have to come.”

“How can they find us in the dark? And with the storm coming back—” 

“I don’t know,” Ned said interrupting, “I think they use infrared or something. But the storm ... I don’t know if they can fly in it. We may be here for quite a while.”

Beth's eyes started to tear. “You mean maybe all night?”

“Please don’t cry again; I don’t know how long we may be here. I’m just trying to be honest. I don’t like it any more than you.”

Beth tried hard to hold back the tears as some started running down her cheeks: “I’m so scared.”

“I know,” Ned replied, putting his arm around her shoulders, “so am I, so am I.”

The wind and rain slowed again, and the waves were getting smaller. Darkness closed in around them, with the moon peeking through fast-moving clouds overhead. It felt creepy, rolling over the crest of the waves as if they were two human corks bobbing over the surface of an endless sea, all alone in an empty, water-covered world.

“I think we should try to get some sleep,” Ned said. “I know it sounds crazy; I’m dog tired, and it will help pass the time.”

“Well ... just how are we going to do that? I don’t see a motel anywhere!”

“‘I don’t see a motel?’ Very funny, Miss Jordan all we can do is put our heads on the floats, lock our arms around them, and try to sleep.”

Beth looked at Ned and smiled, no longer mad at him for leaving her to get the other seat cushion. She found it reassuring having him beside her. His quick thinking and going for the cushions had saved her life again. She knew they could not have stayed afloat without them.

“I think after what we’ve been through together, you can call me Beth.”

Ned returned her smile. “Thank you, Beth, and please call me Ned.”

“Do you really think we will make it through this?”

“Well, as long as we don’t give up, I think we have a good chance.”

They both put their heads on the cushions and closed their eyes, interlocking their arms so they wouldn’t drift apart while they slept. It took a while for them to drift off to sleep.

***
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A rescue plane launched as soon as the co-pilot sent the distress signal from flight 1453, and it took the plane almost two hours to reach the crash area. A new thunderstorm was raging when the search plane arrived, making it impossible to see the wreckage through the storm. The aircraft circled the area, awaiting the arrival of a rescue helicopter, but when it arrived, the weather had turned so severe they could not enter the crash zone. The wind and waves continued to scatter debris, which made it impossible to locate those who may have survived. The search plane continued to circle the area, knowing that if survivors were found, it would be impossible to rescue them. However, they continued searching.

When Ned and Beth entered the ocean, they were a few miles from where Flight 1453 went down. During the time it took the search plane to reach the scene, the wind, waves, and ocean currents had carried them farther from the crash site, so the plane searched miles away from them, looking for survivors.

The rainstorms in the area, generated by a tropical storm that continued growing into typhoon strength, continued heading toward the crash zone.

***
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With the weather deteriorating, Ned and Beth awoke to waves breaking over them. The strong wind and waves made it difficult to hold onto the cushions and stay afloat. The outer bands rotating through the area gave the impression the storm was coming back. The storm continued to increase, building in strength and creeping their way.

“Hang on!” Ned yelled as the waves grew, “If we lose these, we’re goners.”

Beth looked frantic but didn’t cry this time, and even though the waves were tossing them around like corks, they managed to hang on.

Since they were miles away from the crash site, Ned and Beth were unaware a plane searched only miles away, looking for survivors. Once, as the plane searched the area, it flew over them but didn’t see them, or they see or hear the plane. The wind and waves were too fierce for the plane to see the two small dots being propelled farther away from the crash zone. After an hour of searching in deteriorating weather, the plane returned to its base. It would return at daybreak to continue the search if weather conditions improved.

***
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The storm continued for another hour before the band drifted away, giving the impression the storm had passed. The wind, rain, and waves became lighter and smaller, and somehow, Ned and Beth had managed to hang onto the seat cushions. Neither spoke until the storm was far away. Both were tired and emotionally drained. Neither knew how long they could survive.

“Boy, am I glad that’s over,” Ned said.

“Over!” Beth yelled. “Over! How can it be over? We’re still here in this damned ocean, looking like two drowned rats and no rescue plane in sight. I’m hungry, thirsty, and scared as hell, and you say it’s over!”

“I didn’t mean it that way. I mean the storm. At least we’re not fighting the waves anymore. The wind is calm, and the waves are getting smaller all the time.”

“Do you think they are looking for us?”

“Yes, I’m sure they are, but this weather will make it difficult for them to find us. I doubt that we’ll see a plane until morning. I hope the weather holds till then.”

“What if they don’t show up? What if the storm comes back or there are sharks? Or—”

“What is this, twenty questions!? I would like to know those answers myself. Did you have to mention sharks? I hadn’t thought about sharks.”

“Well ... could there be?”

“I think the water is too deep; I don’t think there are any fish here, so we should be okay—I think.”

“Can I trust you on that one?” Ned looked at Beth, and she smiled.

“Oh, I guess that was supposed to be funny?” He smiled.

The clouds began separating, allowing the full moon to shine through like a bright beacon in the night sky, casting a shimmering glow on the rolling ocean surface. A warm breeze blew, carrying two shimmering heads, glowing in the moonlight, gracefully over the gentle ocean waves, which were carrying them farther and farther from the crash zone.

“You’re doing better; you’re not crying anymore and seem more in control.”

“Thanks; I’m still scared out of my mind, but I know it doesn’t help to panic as I did. I’m sorry if I made things more difficult for you.”

“Hey—don’t give it another thought—I understand; I’ve kinda been in the panic mode myself.”

“Yeah, but I’ve been acting like a child, not an adult; I never used to lose control like this until I lost my job. Since then, I’ve lost confidence in myself.”

“Hmm ... well, I’m not going anywhere for the next few hours; why don’t you tell me about it?”

Beth splashed water on Ned. “It’s not funny.”

“I’m not joking; I would like to know why losing your job should upset you so much. People lose their jobs all the time. I know it isn’t pleasant, but they just go find another one.”

“They didn’t just lay me off; they asked me to leave, or they would fire me, and I really didn’t do anything wrong. It was this jerk of a boss that I worked for who was the problem. He’s the one they should’ve fired—not me!”

“Well, how long did you work for the company before this happened?”

“Over six years.”

“You worked for this guy for more than six years before they fired you?”

“No! I only worked for him about two months—Let me start over.

“I went to work for Software Systems right out of school and worked for them a little over five years, then accepted a position with Advance Software as a supervisor of their software development group. It’s a small company that was growing fast, and I thought I would have a better chance to grow with a small company than a big one—like IBM. I was doing so well, then about three months ago they merged my group with another department and were going to promote me to manager when this jerk that was running the department moved up to a director’s position. I knew this guy was a flirt, but I didn’t know he was harassing most of the women in his department. When I got there, he started on me. After a couple of weeks, he let me know that if I wanted the job as manager, I would have to earn it the old fashion way ... if you get the drift.”

“You’re kidding?”

“Oh no, he was serious. I tried to avoid him, but he kept after me. Finally, I had had all I could take, and the other women said they would back me up if I filed a formal complaint, so—”

“Hold it right there; I know what happened. No one backed you and probably said they didn’t know what you were talking about.”

“How did you know? Most denied they were being harassed, and some did say they didn’t know what I was talking about.”

“It’s the same old story; when the chips are down most people get scared of losing their jobs and will leave you standing all alone with your neck sticking out and—whack! You lose your head.”

“I should’ve taken the job with IBM like Jenny. I also had an offer, but oh no! I was smarter than that, Boy! Was I ever!”

“So that’s the problem, isn’t it?”

“What problem?”

“You’re ticked because Jeanie—”

“Jenny,” Beth said.

“Because Jenny is outdoing you, right? You thought you would be way ahead of her, but she is doing very well at IBM, isn’t she? And you are out of a job.”

“No! That isn’t it at all!” Ned glared at her. “Well ... maybe you’re right. All through college we competed against each other in everything but guys. We’re best friends, so that was out, but we always tried to get ahead of each other in grades and sports, and now she’s a manager, and I’m out of a job. She’s even footing the bill for me to come and see her.”

“But I bet it's not to gloat; it’s to show you support.”

“Sounds like you know Jenny, she’s like that.”

“Look, what happened to you isn’t your fault; you’re right—that jerk is the one that should’ve been fired—but management always backs management even if they’re wrong. You had a good reputation before this happened, right?”

“Yes.”

“I’m sure others know what this guy is up to and watching him like a hawk. Why should you accuse this guy if it wasn’t true? You had everything to lose and nothing to gain, and I’m sure someone in upper management is smart enough to figure that out—sooner or later, he’ll get what he deserves.”

“That’s what I keep telling myself, but it doesn’t help.”

“C’mon, you just need to put it behind you and get on with your life.” Now that sounds familiar, he thought. “How old are you?”

“What difference does it make?”

“Twenty-eight, I’d guess, you’re young enough to start over. When you get back, you need to find another job and forget it ever happened.”

“Thirty-two—I can’t believe we’re having this conversation! We’re floating in the middle of the Pacific Ocean like two drowning rats—not knowing if we are going to survive—and talking about my life as if it were over a cup of coffee in a restaurant. This is insane! How old are you?”

“Older than you.” They stared at each other then looked away in silence.

The roll of the ocean continued to subside, and the warm air became calm as the moon peeked through clouds, gathering once again. Ned and Beth had been in the water for eight hours, although it seemed much longer, and even though the water was warm, Ned knew that, in time, their body temperatures would start to drop, causing hypothermia. He feared, if not rescued soon, they may not last. Their eyelids grew heavy once again, and, in the calm silence, they fell asleep with their heads resting on the cushions.

***
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Several hours later Ned and Beth woke to a soft, gentle rain, as a slight glow off to the east began to push away the darkness. The storm, off in the distance, didn’t seem to be a threat. Beth woke first then Ned, with neither speaking for a while.

“It’s getting light,” Ned finally said, “I hope the storm doesn’t come back.” He rolled over on his back and opened his mouth.

“What in the world are you doing? Do you think that will work?”

“It’s worth a try; we need water, and we don’t know how long it will take them to find us.” Beth turned over and opened her mouth, but the light rain only wet the inside of their mouths and not much more. Still, it felt good to taste the fresh rain. They soon tired and closed their mouths, continuing to face the sky with their shoulders resting on the floats.

“Do you think they will find us?” Beth asked.

“Sure; the weather isn’t that bad, and the storm is way over there.” He pointed to the southwest. “I think we should see a plane real soon.”

“Is that the same storm from last night?”

He looked toward the storm. “I don’t know, I wouldn’t think so.”

***
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The search plane returned to the crash area at the break of day. An outer band of the storm raged a few miles from the site where Flight 1453 went down, and the wind and rain remained very strong. The crash site was between the outer bands and the main storm, now approaching typhoon strength. The search plane flew over the area again and again, circling the debris being spread by the storms, covering more than a square mile.

The ship, dispatched when the distress call was received the night before, now approached the site as the plane circled overhead. The crew of the rescue plane searched the water in vain for signs of life. A few cushions, some paper, pieces of plastic, and scattered patches of oil from the jet fuel were visible, but no people—alive or dead. The plane continued to scan the ocean increasing the radius of its search, approaching the center of the outer bands of the storm, at least ten miles from Ned and Beth. Since the outer bands were between them and the crash area, Ned and Beth didn’t see the plane searching for survivors, nor could the rescue team know that about ten miles away were the only two survivors, desperately clinging to hope and seat cushions.

When the ship arrived, it launched two small boats to search for survivors and collect some of the floating debris. The ship began a zigzag search pattern, starting a few miles below the area and extending a few miles above the outer bands. This put the rescue effort miles from the only two survivors. Upon completing the initial search, the ship changed course by ninety degrees and repeated the pattern.

The weather worsened as the strong tropical storm moved closer. After many hours of searching, the helicopter returned to the ship, ending the search, believing that none of those aboard Flight 1453 survived. The ship, making one more pass across the crash area, headed home. When the weather improved and the storm passed, a ship would return to see if the plane could be located and possibly raised from the ocean floor, but for now, the search had ended.
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During the time the ship and helicopter were searching the crash area, Ned and Beth were drifting farther away, clinging to the hope of being rescued. As time slipped away and the sun moved higher in the sky, their hopes began to fade. The rains came and went as the clouds moved overhead allowing the sun to shine through for brief periods of time. During those times, Ned and Beth tried to float on the surface, exposing their bodies to the warmth of the sun while scanning the horizon. As morning turned into noon, their hopes were all but gone when Ned’s eyes caught a glimpse of a small object on the horizon to the southwest.

Is that a mirage, he thought, or is it wishful thinking? No! It’s growing larger: “Look!” Ned shouted. “I think it’s a ship!”

Beth turned to the south. “I don’t see—yes! I see it! It is, it is!”

The ship, just big enough to see, made a slow turn, disappearing over the horizon as they screamed and waved.

“No!” Beth screamed, crying at the same time. “No! No-no-no—this can’t be happening!” In disbelief, she cried and screamed, pounding the cushion, and Ned grabbed her with one hand as she started to slip under the water, holding her tightly, holding onto the cushion with his other hand. Still crying out of control, Beth wrapped her arms around Ned’s neck as he stared, watching the ship disappear.

“We’re going to die!” Beth said, still crying and clinging to Ned.

“No we’re not! We’ll make it; they’ll come back for us; I know they will.”

“There you go again!” Beth yelled as she let go of Ned and grabbed the cushion, still crying. “Mister know it all! Just one more lie on top of another!”

“It’s not a lie! It’s a hope!”

“And what if they don’t? Then what?”

Ned shrugged his shoulders, “I don’t know, I just refuse to give up.”

“You’re crazy! What chance do we have? Why should they come back, and if they do, how are they going to find us? We could barely see the ship; we don’t have a chance! Our lives are over; we’re going to die!” She began crying again.

“What chance did we have when the plane broke apart in the storm? What chance did we have jumping out of the plane and what chance did we have surviving in the storm once we were in the ocean? We’ve been in the water for almost a day and are still alive. No! I refuse to give up!”

“I didn’t jump; you pulled me,” she snapped, rubbing her right arm.

“What’s wrong with your arm?” He looked at her arm and saw a large bruise above her wrist.

“You have a tight grip,” she replied, her crying decreasing to sobbing.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean ...”

He didn’t finish as they looked at each other, then stared into the emptiness of the ocean and sky surrounding them.

Once again, the wind grew stronger, and the waves grew larger. The rain had stopped, but the speed of the clouds moving overhead increased. The storm, moving at a snail’s pace, closed in on them unnoticed. The shock of seeing the ship disappear, dashing their hope for rescue, made them oblivious to the changing weather.

Beth rested her head on the cushion, sobbing softly, devoid of hope, ready to release the cushion and slip below the surface, but she didn’t.

As they bobbed on the waves and Beth’s sobbing continued, Ned pondered the reality of Beth’s remark that all hope was gone—a reality that he reluctantly began to accept. The ship’s slow disappearance over the horizon had left him as despondent as Beth. With the ship gone, what chance did they have? He didn’t share this with her, however, as he continued to stare into the vast emptiness of the ocean, unaware the weather continued to worsen.
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The wind continued to increase, carrying them over the surface of the ocean as the sun moved farther to the west. Neither had spoken for hours, and they began to feel the effect of the water on their body temperature. Beth’s sobbing had stopped some time ago, and she, like Ned, stared into the empty ocean that had no end. For the last hour or so, she had been watching a small object on the surface ahead of them, which she took for a mirage or maybe just a hallucination. The object wasn’t moving with the roll of the waves, disappearing behind them and reappearing, seeming to grow larger as time passed.

“Am I seeing things or is that—”

“Is that possible!” Ned shouted as he looked at the object, “It looks like land, the top of a mountain or something.” Beth started crying and laughing at the same time. “Don’t get too excited; it’s a long way off.”

“What!? Now you’re going to be negative—now that we have a chance!”

“I’m not being negative—it will take a long time to get there—that is ... if the wind and waves don’t carry us right past it. Take your shoes off, but don’t drop them. Tie them to the cushions and start kicking.”

“I’m wearing sandals; they don’t have laces.”

“Well, they have heel straps, don’t they; buckle them on.” She looked at him with disgust as she removed her shoes and attached them to the cushion handle.

With their shoes secured to the cushions, they started kicking while pushing the cushions in front of them. Even though exhausted from the long ordeal of fighting wind and waves, seeing land had given them new strength. They swam kicking and paddling, Beth dog paddling, pushing the seats ahead of them, then resting until their strength returned. Completely exhausted and gasping for breath, they pulled themselves onto the cushions to rest. After resting for a while, Beth looked at the small spot of land in front of them.

“It's not working; we’re not getting any closer. We’ve been swimming for a long time, and it doesn’t look like we’re moving.”

“Have you ever been driving in the desert at night, watching the lights of a city far off in the distance? You drive and drive, and the city doesn’t look like it is getting any closer, then all of a sudden, you’re there. I think the same thing is happening with that mountain or whatever it is.” Beth rolled her eyes and sighed. “Yeah, I know, ‘mister know it all.’”

“Well, it’s true.”

“I know it is ... why did you have to be the one to say it?”

He stared at her, then looked at the spot: “I think we should conserve our energy until we are much closer.”

“Good idea, all this effort is just wearing me out and making me irritable. Sorry, I'm such a pain. I just want to get out of this water. I’m so cold I’m starting to shiver. I don’t know how much longer I can hang on.”

“I know; sorry for the way I spoke to you about your shoes. I’m shivering too; we’ve made it this long; we can’t quit now.”

“Who’s quitting?”
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During this time, and even while the ship searched, the storm grew stronger, moving toward them and the spot of land, almost as if following the two survivors. The storm continued its slow pace, but as it strengthened, the eye of the storm grew, pushing the eye wall away from the center, which gave the appearance of increased movement.

After seeing land, Ned and Beth were too busy to notice the storm, but now Ned became aware of it. He watched the waves grow larger and choppy as they drifted toward the land mass. The sky darkened as the clouds increased in speed, moving faster overhead, and the wind grew stronger. With their eyes glued to the spot of land, they bobbed over the swells, watching it slowly grow larger and larger as the sun descended into the western sky. It had been two hours since Beth first spotted the dot of land, which finally began to grow into an island.

When they were about half a mile away, they could see the edge of a jagged reef about 200 yards from shore. The smaller swells were crashing into the rim of the reef while larger waves washed over before breaking apart on the opposite side and spilling into a small lagoon.

“We’ll be crushed on those rocks,” Beth yelled over the sound of the wind and waves.

“Good chance,” Ned said, watching the waves. “Have you ever surfed?”

“No. I’ve watched.”

“Then you know what they mean by catching a wave—right?”

“Yes.”

“Look how the big waves wash over the rocks; if we can catch a big one, we should be able to ride over the rocks.”

“I think you’ve got rocks in your head,” she yelled over the increasing noise from the storm.

“Maybe, but it’s the only chance we have.”

“I don’t know if I can?”

“Look; you jumped out of an airplane, almost drown, fought wind and waves for a day—so you damned sure can body surf over those rocks.”

“You pulled me out!”

“Yeah—and if I have to, I’ll pull you over those damn rocks!” Ned yelled back as they drifted closer and closer to the reef.

“Okay—okay—I’ll try!”

“Use the cushion like you’re lying on a surfboard and watch the waves; when the next big one is right behind us, start swimming—I’ll tell you when.” The rocks grew larger as the wind and waves pushed them closer. “See that big one behind those two small ones,” Ned said, looking behind them. “That’s our wave, get ready.”

“How many times have you surfed?”

“Never.”

“Never!”

“Go! Go! Go!”

They started kicking and paddling, pushing the cushions ahead as the wave lifted them, rising higher and higher.

“Jump on!”

As the wave was cresting and approaching the jagged ridge, they pulled their bodies onto the cushions. The wave crashed into and washed over the rocks, hurdling Ned and Beth through the air into the lagoon. The cushions were ripped from their hands as they plunged through the surface with the swell of water from the wave crashing down over them, pushing them deep into the lagoon. Just able to see the bottom coming toward him in the dimly lit water of the lagoon, Ned turned, heading up toward the faint light far above. He broke through the surface a few seconds before Beth, about ten feet away.

“Are you OK?”

“Yes,” Beth said, trying to catch her breath.

“Can you make it to shore?”

“I think so.” She started dog paddling toward the beach.

“Stretch your arms out farther, like this,” Ned yelled as he started swimming toward her. With some effort, Beth slowly extended her reach as they both started for the shore, about 200 yards away. The swells were much smaller now, with the reef between them and the ocean. Slowly the shore grew closer, but with their strength failing fast, they turned over on their backs, trying to rest, still swimming toward shore. About halfway to shore, Ned could see the bottom beneath them
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