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  UPCOMING NOVELLA
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  THIS IS THE FIRST SCENE FROM JAY’S UPCOMING SUPERNATURAL THRILLER, UNDER THE SEA.


  


  It was a stretch of turbulence that jarred the plane, waking Jacob in the process. He started forward in his seat, hands gripping the rests and the memory of a dream of betrayal slipping away as quickly as water draining from a sink. With the drone of the plane’s engines in his ears and, realizing how where he was, he turned to the window seat beside him only to find it empty. Numb from sleep, he experienced the briefest inclination to lean toward the glass pane, to see if his wife might have fallen out. But that was absurd. A cough and murmur of conversation around him served as a reminder of those passengers in nearby seats.


  Frowning, Jacob learned across the empty aisle seat and gazed up and down the length of the fuselage, expecting to see Jane either approaching or heading toward one of the lavatories. But…nothing.


  He leaned back in his seat and rubbed his eyes, caught in the exhaustion that comes from having been abruptly jerked out of the deepest sleep. That was strange since the flight, while not short, certainly would not allow for the kind of slumber that would allow such a paralyzing kind of unconsciousness. He was also not a deep sleeper by nature, tossing and turning through most nights, and victimized by the occasional 2:30 am bout of insomnia. That occasionally prompted Jane, out of concern, to suggest he see the doctor. “Business,” Jacob offered by way of terse explanation, which was true of late with the company’s financial situation having been unexpectedly weak.


  The trip out west had, in fact, been to meet with the forensic accountant he’d chosen to bring in to investigate a series of suspicious financial irregularities. He suspected fraud and had no idea how to deal with the situation other than to turn to an expert.


  Jacob stifled a yawn with the back of his hand, scooted over to the window seat and saw, thousands of feet below, the green plains they’d been passing over turning into the chocolate-hued foothills of what appeared to be a significant mountain range. But this was the East Coast with flat lands, endless development and the I-95. The Appalachians should be further west of here. And where the heck was the coast?


  Jacob closed his eyes, put his hands on his knees and took a deep breath. Any second now, Jane would be back; she would explain how long he’d been asleep, where they were in flight, and which mountain range they were flying over. It would make sense in just a moment. The thread of multiple conversations around him provided a kind of soporific lull, and he found himself drifting once more toward sleep until the loud laughter of some teenagers in a nearby row shook him awake again. He now could hear, also, the nearby murmur of two professor types intensely debating the academic merits of an intellectual named Kay Thulu.


  Once upon a time, Jacob had entertained going into academia and experienced a sudden bout of sadness that he had left that life behind sufficiently that he was not even familiar with the name of this academic thinker. And the arguing sounded exactly like humanities professor types, cut from the same cloth as he had been before he went commercial.


  Eventually, though, Jacob’s attention turned to a conversation between two businessmen sitting right across the aisle from him, who were discussing a trip one of them had taken in the past month.


  “The city was just awful,” he complained. “Bumper-to-bumper traffic, the sun was never out and the belbots wouldn’t stop roaring.”


  The second fellow--the listener--was middle aged and had thinning blond hair. He nodded as though in understanding.


  “It’s been a few years since I’ve been to Elos myself,” he contributed. “But that’s pretty much how I remember it too.”


  “Yes.”


  Jacob’s eyes widened. He was sure he must have misunderstood them. Elos? What city had a name like that one? And belbots? He couldn’t even guess about that one. But there were more important matters at hand. He undid his seatbelt buckle and peered over the back of his seat. His only intent was to peer down the aisle to see if his wife was either heading toward or returning from the lavatory in the rear of the plane. What he was not prepared for was the surprising glare of hostility from an older woman, perhaps 60 or 65, in the seat directly behind him. Jacob might have interpreted her reaction to the abrupt manner in which he had suddenly appeared hovering over her seat. He offered a flicker of a smile by way of apology.


  But the redheaded boy seated beside her, wearing blue shorts and a green t-shirt, had stuck out his lower jaw with a pout of similar annoyance; the expression seemed entirely unnatural for one so young.


  “What is it? What do you want?” A portly middle-aged man with a balding potato head sat in the aisle seat on the other side of the older woman. His voice chimed in, booming with accusation as his eyes seared into Jacob.


  “Excuse me,” Jacob said quickly. “I wonder if you might have seen my wife. She was seated here right beside me.” He gestured to the window seat.


  “We haven’t seen anyone,” the old lady snapped. The scent she gave off was strangely repulsive--like sodden leaves smelling of dark swamp water. It didn’t seem as though she and her grandson were in the company of the fat man, but their attitudes were all aligned.


  “Excuse me.” Jacob said again and turned back around. Did he imagine the boy gave a half-hearted kick at his arm just before he removed it from across the top of the seat?


  It was clear he wasn’t going to get much from his neighbors behind him, but the nagging feeling that something was wrong, and that Jane should be here right now, compelled Jacob do something. He stepped into the aisle, realized the front lavatories were closer than those in the rear, and took a few steps forward in the fuselage. Then he sensed someone’s eyes on him.


  Glancing toward the seats in the middle section of the plane, he caught five or six people, seated next to each other--of varying ages and characteristics--yet staring with the same uniform and unfeigned hostility as had the passengers in the seats behind his. He would have pegged the two middle-aged gentlemen seated next to each other, watery-eyed and mild-seeming in countenance, as the two academic types who must have been discussing the intellectual a moment ago. But their conversation had ceased as they watched him.


  Jacob turned away and back to the task at hand. Uneasily, he pressed his hands against his collared polo and the pleats of his slacks as though to smooth them down. Then the plane gave a slight lurch as it hit a spot of turbulence, forcing him to shift deftly on his feet to keep his balance.


  Laying straight across the three seats immediately before his and Jane’s row were a young couple who looked to be in their mid-20s. They were making out furiously. They’d drawn the window shade, the arm rests were up, their seat belts off, and they took up all three seats curled upon each other, he half on top, kissing her long and enthusiastically. One of his hands had slipped under her shirt, lifting it far enough up to expose and fondle one of her ample breasts. Jacob stared, stunned, for an unbelieving moment. He glanced back at the two academics and their neighbors, but their eyes still stared at him with severe judgment. His act of standing there appeared to offend much more than the sight of this couple’s flagrantly public act of intimacy.


  Jacob started, still disbelieving. The young woman’s eyes were squeezed shut, no doubt concentrating on the pleasure derived from her partner’s touch. Nevertheless, she must have sensed Jacob’s presence. She lifted one hand from where it had gripped her boyfriend’s back and raised the middle finger.


  “What?” Jacob asked aloud. “What is it? Why are you acting like this?”


  He could understand how someone caught in an intimate moment might be upset about being watched but the young woman’s gesture was of a piece with the animosity of the other passengers. That she and her partner could act so blatantly sexual here was as unnatural as everyone else’s unexplainable behavior. In the face of so much accusation, Jacob even momentarily forgot he was looking for Jane.


  But when no one responded to his annoyed question (some passengers merely lowered their eyes), Jacob glanced again toward the front of the plane and the closed door that went into the cockpit. Heading that way was appealing since, not only was the lavatory that way closer, which would make it likelier Jane had chosen that one. But he would also only have to see the backs of people’s heads and not consider whether everyone else’s expressions were like the others. Glancing under his seat to ensure his briefcase was still safely stowed there, Jacob began making his way forward. Even if he couldn’t see people’s expressions, he did sense a certain stillness settle around him as he approached the front of the plane; conversations he hadn’t been listening to lapsed into silence, and he knew that somehow, he was the cause.


  At the front was a small, cramped nook with a coffeepot and several juice can selections set on a brushed steel table and jutting out of the fuselage, a set of life jackets held onto a shelf by webbing, a wall phone and a control board with some mysterious lights, switches and indicators. An airline attendant--seeming like a cross between a clown and a tart in her snug white blouse and form-fitting blue skirt--rested on a lowered jump seat. Her hair had been dyed a bright blonde on the closer side of white and was colorfully made out in frosted red-black eyeliner and deep purple lipstick. The area was noticeably colder than the aft section where the passengers sat.


  “What do you want?” the attendant sneered.


  “I’m looking for my wife,” Jacob said.


  “There’s no one in there.” She motioned toward the restroom door. “That’s for the pilot. She wouldn’t be there.”


  “I don’t know where she is. I woke up and she wasn’t in the seat beside me.”


  The attendant shrugged. “Did she bring a parachute with her? Maybe she left you. I know I would.”


  Jacob stared. He was so shocked he couldn’t even find words to respond.


  Her sneer deepened. “You’ll need to take your seat, sir.” She spat the word ‘sir’ mockingly. “Why don’t you try the restroom in the back? Hurry up. We’re about to land.”


  Jacob froze in the act of turning back toward the main area of the fuselage. His lost composure made him forget it hadn’t been just the attendant but everyone else in the plane who had thus far regarded him with suspicion. Now, as he headed back toward them all, he saw every face turned toward him in a frozen expression. Children who could not have looked over the tops of the seat backs before them stood on the cushions to peer at him; none squirmed, jumped or fidgeted in a way Jacob would have expected of young children cooped up in an airplane this long. He noticed the boy from the row behind his who had kicked at him a few moments ago. The couple lost in each other during their Olympic-style make-out session had separated from each other and stared at him from adjacent seats. She had thin, lanky hair and he a large, red, bulbous nose. Not exactly the most attractive couple in the world, he thought. They probably deserved each other. It wasn’t like Jacob to be so mean, but it typically wasn’t like the world to be so mean to him.


  “What?!” he finally yelled. “What do you all want?”


  “Lower your voice, sir,” the attendant responded from the cold beverage area behind him with equally cold restraint. “Won’t you please just shut up?”


  “Jane!” Close to breaking now, Jacob cried out and sprinted toward the back of the plane. His footsteps thudded against the aisle’s hard carpet. “Jane!”


  He’s sensed people’s baleful eyes on him as he hurried by. He remembered how the airline attendant had mentioned a parachute. He wished he had one now. Or he wanted the plane on the ground and he off it immediately. He envisioned grabbing his briefcase and using it to knock everyone out of his way so he could be the first off the plane and into the terminal. The way everyone had behaved toward him during this flight would have given Jacob, normally a complacent, respectful man, no compunction to push so rudely whatsoever.


  Recycled air hissed as it passed through the airline’s HEPA filtering system; it was getting difficult to breathe. Arriving at the rear of the plane, Jacob found two restroom doors, one unlatched and bouncing in its gray-rubber frame, the other shut with the green Occupied sign visible in the oval messaging window above the handle. Jacob experienced a deep sense of relief. Jane was in there; he had to tell her everything he had been going through the past few moments of this bizarre flight.


  But as he halted beside the lavatory within which he was sure was his wife, he noticed two additional things. First, an odd bit of light poured into the aisle from the right rear row. It was sunlight not unlike that which came through every unshaded window. But this light splashed in a triangular slant with unusually intense brightness onto the floor. The second thing he noticed was how terribly frigid the air had suddenly become; it was much colder than it had been in the area where the snacks and airline attendant were in the front of the plane. Forcing himself to, he glanced around at the passengers beside him to gauge their reaction to the plummeting temperature. They continued to stare with unexplainable accusation, oblivious to the temperature.


  “Aren’t you cold?” Jacob asked one dumpy, middle-aged woman who looked like the kind one would expect to find in a book group and participate in the kinds of thoughtful conversation he’d heard from the academics. “Don’t you think it’s freezing?”


  “Fuck you,” she replied.


  Jacob wrapped his arms around himself as he approached the final row and allowed himself to step into the oddly intense bit of sunlight.


  One of the windows in the rear right row was open. A young boy, not much unlike the redheaded one sitting in the row behind Jacob, angled his head out of the plane like a dog in the back seat of a car. The fast-moving air shoved the boy’s hair back from his scalp and turned his expression into a watery squint. He wore a bright-blue shirt and tan shorts that ended high enough to show the child’s knobby knees. Jacob was stunned. A man snoozing in the center seat right beside the boy appeared unaware of his son’s predicament. How in the world, Jacob thought, could the window be open anyway?


  He considered waking the man to point out the danger his son was in. But then Jacob heard a rattling noise and realized that the lavatory door was being unlatched. He took a step back to let his wife out. But instead, when the restroom door opened, a sullen-looking teenage girl emerged, giving Jacob a drop-dead look. She pushed by, bumping her shoulder hard against his arm.


  He didn’t take much notice. He was cold with fright and disbelief. This just wasn’t possible. There was no other place Jane could be other than in the cockpit but there was no reason in the world she should be there, and the rude airline attendant certainly hadn’t said anything about her being there.


  “Excuse me. I said, excuse me.”


  Jacob turned in a helpless stupor toward the boy who’d just retracted his head from the window and was now entirely back in the plane now. He had placed a street urchin’s tweed flat cap he’d held in his hands back on his head. In the bright light pouring through the window, Jacob saw his face was a bright pink and his cheeks a glowing red, the effects of the rushing wind.


  “Yes,” Jacob said, his voice sounding sad in his ears and as though it had come from a million miles away. “Did you say something?”


  “Are you looking for a lady?” The boy smiled.


  “I am looking for a lady.” His voice quickened. “Do you…know where she is?”


  The boy’s smile turned into a grin. He gave a reply, but Jacob couldn’t hear him over the noise of the rushing wind by the open window.


  “What’s that?” Jacob asked.


  The boy pointed over his head. “She’s up there.”


  “Up there? Up where?”


  “She’s on the plane. She wanted to ride there.”


  Jacob’s eyes widened. “What are you talking about?”


  “That kid is always getting himself into trouble; his mother’s the same way.” The man beside the boy had woken up and turned his deep brown eyes on Jacob. “But I’m not sure what business it is of yours. What are you doing here anyway? Why don’t you leave us the hell alone and go right back where you came from?”


  Jacob could do no more than stare. At this point, he was beyond the capacity for surprise. The man had on a cranberry-colored, checkered western-style shirt, jeans, and oiled and tanned leather boots. One of his boot soles began to tap against the carpet, its rhythmic thumping an indicator of impatience.


  “You have no business here.” The man’s frown deepened, and his blue eyes turned frosty. “Go back where you came from.”


  Jacob was still trying to figure out how to respond when he was distracted by the boy who was scrambling up and out the window. The boy managed to squeeze through the small aperture while retaining his hold on the edges of the window. He anchored his legs against the exterior of the fuselage on either side of the window. The wind whistled by and snatched away his cap. His hair was smashed against his face.


  “You’d better come quickly,” the boy yelled back into the plane at Jacob, still grinning. “The mountains are coming and the woman you’re looking for will be leaving.”


  Despite the strangeness of all the encounters he’d experienced since waking, Jacob still let a moment of real regret haunt him. The one, single source of sorrow that had grown between him and his Jane for the past year and a half was the diagnosis that he was infertile. Upon its discovery, they’d begun discussing how to adopt a child. But he could tell that disappointment and even something like accusation were now creeping into her demeanor.


  Jacob had tried to ignore her barely suppressed resentment, hoping it might pass eventually. But it didn’t and he realized the best thing he could do was screw up enough courage to discuss the situation squarely, that and the fact that she had begun to drift. He supposed Jane might walk away—perhaps she was considering it already?—if having her own child was that important. Jacob wondered if she felt she could derive any pleasure from raising another person’s child or if her heart had been so set on birthing her own boy or girl that discussing adoption was simply going through the motions. That possibility alarmed him; they needed to have a frank conversation.


  But then this business trip had come up, he’d invited her along with the idea of having her enjoy the sites and scenes while he worked. He’d hoped it might relax her so that, upon returning home, their hard conversation could be a little easier.


  As Jacob watched now, the boy readjusted a foot against the edge of the open window frame. He pointed up, as though indicating above the plane. “She’s up here; I see her. Come on.” He readjusted his other foot a little higher so that it appeared he was starting to make his way up onto the fuselage.


  The man in the western-style shirt--the boy’s father--kept staring at Jacob. “You might as well. She’ll be leaving soon and so should you.”


  The words “She’s leaving” sent a nerve of fear through Jacob. Those were the two words he couldn’t quite face the possibility of hearing. He sighed. “Let me by, please?”


  As the man stood, Jacob could not escape the impact of the man’s powerful frame or the thuggish way he allowed that physical presence to be an imposition. Ignoring it, Jacob inched along the small amount of leg space until he came to the open window. The frigid air started to make his face tingle and the whistling wind was terrifying.


  The boy placed his foot on the bottom of the frame and pushed up, somehow finding a grip with his hands on something on the exterior of the plane higher up. Jacob couldn’t imagine what might be out there to hold onto. The aluminum alloy rivets weren’t going to do it.


  The boy giggled playfully from up above. If Jacob didn’t know any better, it sounded as though the boy was now jumping up and down on the outside of the plane.


  “Be careful, darling,” a woman warned from up above. “You don’t want to hurt yourself.” It was Jane.


  “Mommy…mommy!” the boy called out.


  Horrified, Jacob put his hands on either side of the window frame and peered out. The mountain range whose foothills thousands of feet below had only been apparent when he’d woken from his nap were now rising sharply into a series of jagged black-rock fingers approaching closer to their plane. Powdery snow blanketed the crevasses between the summits and whirled around in gusts of frigid, depressurized air.


  It seemed certain an accident was imminent. Yet no one inside the plane seemed to notice. Jacob took a deep breath and, with his heart pounding, prepared to climb out. There wasn’t much choice left.


  “Hurry up, will you?” the man behind him suddenly barked.


  Jacob was unprepared for the shove that followed, and his tenuous grip slipped off the window frame. Jacob toppled out and, as he plummeted into the furiously moving, icy air he began screaming, flailing in a feeble effort to grab something. But there was nothing and, despite the blurred vision that had been brought on by free fall, Jacob still managed to notice how the snow, hundreds of feet below now, was rising quickly to meet him. Everything was happening quick.


  It all was about to be over.
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  As a reminder, Jay Lemming’s upcoming supernatural thriller ,Under the Sea, will be available soon.
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