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 Copyright ©2002 by Lisa Silverthorne First published in Cemetery Sonata, ed. June Hubbard, April 2001 NOTICE: This work is copyrighted. It is licensed only for use by the original purchaser. Making copies of this work or distributing it to any unauthorized person by any means, including without limit email, floppy disk, file transfer, paper print out, or any other method constitutes a violation of International copyright law and subjects the violator to severe fines or imprisonment. It begins with a chill wind and screams. Burnt scent of jet fuel and whistle of air across torn wings. I toss in my bed, desperately wanting it to be a dream, and flail against the terrified voices, the hush of descent. There is a horrible, rushing sound in my ears. At the whisper of death and the gouging of metal against ground, I bolt up from the bed, my skin clammy with sweat. My stomach aches and tears gather in my eyes. Please—not another one. Turning on the light, I sit up and hug my pillow. Icy fear trembles through my body and my teeth chatter. I rock against the headboard, trying to dislodge the images. My hands hurt. I glance down at them. They're burnt and smell of jet fuel. My hands haven't burned in a long time. It's a bad crash—a jet. Lots of people. Sunrise is a couple of hours off and he'll be calling. Maybe by then I can pull myself together? In a short while, my shaking stops, the blankets at last warming me. I rise slowly and go into the kitchen to make some coffee. After two cups, I slip into the shower and dress. The horizon is fiery now. I pour myself another cup of coffee and wait. Finally, I lay my hand against the phone and a heartbeat later, it rings. My trembling returns. “Hello, Mark,” I say, my voice raspy. “Uh—Stacia?” NTSB Investigator Mark Vincent's voice shakes more than usual this time. “It's a jet, isn't it?” I ask, my hands still throbbing. A long sigh hisses through the receiver. “Yes, Stace. Two hundred people dead. Only one survivor. We're still looking for the black box.” My heart twists at the ghostly feel of a stuffed bear and the image of a little girl clutching it like a life
 
 preserver, her head down. The whistle of air across the plane's fuselage echoes in the phone's static. The impact is sharp then numbing. I lurch forward. The silence is heavy. They always call me when the black box is lost. I glance out the window at the darkness beginning to lighten on the horizon and I hear the fragile chirp of birds. Morning will come soon. They say that God hears even a sparrow when it falls to the ground. What must He hear when two hundred of his own fall? “I'll be there in four hours,” I say finally, my voice still hoarse. “But I didn't tell you where the crash site is.” I sigh. I've been working with NTSB investigators for almost a year now, yet Mark hasn't gotten used to what I see. “I know where it is,” I say calmly. “An old growth forest northwest of me.” I can smell the tang of pine nettles and the raw stench of fire. And I see the blackened furrows and broken trees, the long, white plane a greenstick fracture poking through the earth's brown skin. “We can't find the box and the little girl's critical. The tower thinks it was pilot error. What went wrong?” I clutch the receiver. “We'll know soon enough,” I say and hang up the phone. **** The morning coolness mists the fir trees and frames the highway. It swirls ominously across the twisty road that winds through the ancient forest toward the crash site. The heater huffs low, softening the drone of the radio that fills the silence with distraction. Finally, I reach a roadblock where police cars huddle in the road. The grim-faced officers move almost mechanically in their rain ponchos. A policeman steps toward my car and I roll down the window. He is bleary-eyed from a sleepless night. “I'm Stacia Evans,” I tell him and offer my driver's license. “Investigator Vincent sent for me.” “Yeah, he's expecting you,” says the policeman and hands back my license. His gaze falls to the gloves on my hands. “Pull your car off the road over there.” He motions toward a small clearing. “You'll have to walk up to the site.” After parking my car, I start up the hillside, bracing myself as I crest the hill and stop. Torn suitcases and mangled seat cushions, foam and springs erupting, litter the forest floor. Airplane panels lie shattered like egg shells, stark against the nettles and moss blanketing the autumn ground. Bits of fabric and seat belts cling to fir tree branches. Empty plane seats twist around tree trunks and crumple against blackened ground. I suck in a breath, but it hangs in my throat at the rows of yellow body bags lining the horizon. Slowly, I move deeper into the crash debris. At my feet is a torn, sooty tennis shoe. Just one. Stale smoke scent is cold in the gray drizzle that has started early today. A crane squeaks nearby,
 
 loading hunks of gutted plane onto a flatbed truck. One chugs past me and lurches down the hill. I fight the urge to reach down and pick up the lone shoe. Not yet. Not until I've seen everything. Yellow hazard suits weave through the old forest, investigators combing wreckage for clues—and the black box. A sandy-haired man, looking all of his thirty-five years, moves through the damp forest toward me. “Stacia,” he calls. “Glad you're here.” Mark Vincent's angular chin is stubbled and smudged with dirt, his blue eyes dull. His rain-dappled hazard suit creaks as he extends his hand. I hesitate then shake his hand quickly, trying to avoid images that will haunt me for weeks. They always do. I nod toward the investigators and cleanup crews. “Have they recovered the bodies?” “What's left of all two hundred.” He glances at the crane raising one of the engines onto another flatbed. “When will you want to start?” The hazy image of an old woman slips up from a section of crushed seats. Her steely hair is swept back in harsh curls that reveal deep wrinkles furrowing her brow and cheeks. Her blue pantsuit is spattered with blood and dirt as she flits between workers. She reaches out to them, her misty face a mask of confusion, but they just walk past. Behind her, a young man in a torn rugby shirt and jeans crouches. He stares blankly at ruptured plane panels and luggage strewn everywhere. A child rushes toward her mother and falls into a ghostly embrace. The pilot walks grimly behind the investigators and surveys the damage. He grips the arm of his younger copilot, shaking his head and rubbing his eyes. One by one, the passengers find each other and many go on, disappearing into the woods until I stand alone in the debris. I watch them all as they search. They cling together while the last broken remnants of their lives are swept away, leaving them only this drizzly hillside—and each other. Even ghosts collect their dead. “Stacia?” A hand waves in front of my eyes and I glance up. Mark steps closer, concern on his face. “You look like you're about to pass out.” He steers me toward a pickup truck where I climb onto the open tailgate and let my muddy boots dangle. Mark slides a warm cup of coffee into my gloved hands. He stares out at the debris. “You never get used to seeing things like this.” I shake my head and watch two hundred ghosts slipping in and out of the wreckage and I nod. Now, a woman in a denim dress stands at the center of the wreckage, her gaze encompassing the forest and debris. In her eyes, I see panic. She calls out, but the sounds are lost in the whir of the crane, the buzz of trucks. Finally, her gaze falls to me. The graying, stuffed bear dangling from her hand makes me
 
 realize why she waits. I sigh. “They're all so lost,” I mumble, mostly to myself. “Yeah,” says Mark, “two hundred of them lost.” “I meant after the crash. It's not quite over for them yet. Not until they're finished here. It's important to them.” He stares uncertainly at me. I know he tries to see what I see. He never knows what to make of it, but he believes me. He stares at the broken plane and I know he sees nothing beyond the hazard suits and the drizzle. “What do you mean—important?” he asks. Sometimes, it really doesn't make any sense. Why some people survive and others die. I remember a cold autumn morning so painfully close to this one. The spray of hot jet fuel burning my flesh, the choking billows of black smoke smothering the dark compartment. I gasp, shoving that bit of broken memory away from me. It's a place I haven't gone in a long while, but the specter remains, cold and dark inside me. Like this gift of mine. “How's the little girl?” I ask, changing the subject. “Weaker. Still hasn't regained consciousness.” I rise from the truck and set down my cup. Then I move into the heart of the crash. **** I wander with the ghosts through the rubble until the investigators and crew thin out. There is a closeness about these souls. They gather together, helping each other. At times, I feel like an intruder, but they accept my presence because I accept theirs. I move toward the body bags and piles of luggage that have been moved back. Bending down, I pick up a black purse and that lone shoe. I run my hands across the purse and my eyes well with tears. Twenty-two C and D. An elderly couple. Toward the wing, they'd insisted the travel agent seat them there. It's safest over the wing. Inside the purse are the boarding passes. I run my finger over them, catching wisps of excitement and exhaustion—twinges of apprehension at so much money spent to fly. The shoe belongs to a 50-year-old account executive in 2A who just had a surprise birthday party and was returning home. When I glance up, the elderly couple stands before me, bewildered and shaking their heads. The account executive stands beside them, his other tennis shoe clean and white. I reach out to them. I can't touch them, but they understand my gesture. “Tell me, please,” I say. “What happened?” “It was so fast,” says the elderly man, his voice thin and tight. His ruddy, hooked nose flattens as he talks. “One of the engines on the right side caught fire. The other one just stopped.” “The flight attendants told us to put our heads down and we just prayed,” says the woman. “Now, we're
 
 here. Why?” I shake my head. I have no answers for her. The account executive shoulders past the older man. “The lights went out. Then a flight attendant whispered that one of the engines had stopped working.” His gaze falls to the shoe I hold. The woman's husband takes her hand. She turns toward him. Gently, the elderly man lays a hand against the account executive's sleeve and the younger man nods. Together, they walk out of the wreckage and disappear into the forest. I see the pilot and move toward him. The investigators watch me as if I'm insane. Ignoring them, I drop down beside the pilot. “Captain? Can you tell me what happened?” “Engine failure.” His voice is gravely and low, the pain thick in his words. “One of them ignited. The extinguishing systems didn't kick in either. Then we suffered a massive power loss and everything went off-line.” He points somewhere in the distance. “I tried to land her in the clearing over that ridge, but we dropped too fast.” He shakes his head, his ghost fingers gripping his brown hair. “Some of us might have made it. What have I done?” I lay my hand against the air where his shoulder would have been. “Your best. Captain, you had no engines. You were over mountains and forest. You did your best. But the tower suspects pilot error. That's why I'm here. You've got to help me find the black box, Captain.” His lined face lifts toward me. “They can't find it?” I shake my head. “And they think it's my fault?” “Not if we can find the black box. Can you help?” “I'll call my crew together,” he says urgently, rising from the ground. Having a purpose stirs him to action. “We'll find it.” He flits toward his crewmembers, but stops and turns to me again. “How long do we have?” I smile. “As long as it takes.” Soon, I'm alone in the debris again. I pace the rows of body bags that are being loaded into trucks. Shortly, the bodies will be carried away to next-of-kin. I reach down and touch a few of the bags, 14B, 6A, 26A—Seattle, Buffalo, Phoenix. So many stories, so many places ... so many ripples. They play behind my eyes, a granddaughter going to her grandparents’ fiftieth anniversary, a couple on vacation, a woman going to a wedding. I see their stories as if they are my own and it chokes me up. I inhale sharply and continue to pace. I glance toward the trees and realize I'm not alone. The woman in denim still waits. Ten years fold back like the ragged plane panels at my feet and the image of another plane crash makes me shiver. I was ten. As someone shoved me out of the burning wreckage, I looked back, expecting it to be my mother stumbling out behind me. But it wasn't. I never saw my mother again. Even now, I can't help but wonder
 
 if she stood in that wreckage like this woman, searching for me, calling to me. **** It's nightfall when the captain and his crew emerge from the woods. He surges toward me, his frame pearly white against the darkening forest. “We found it! It's here!” “Take me there.” He nods. “Mark, I know where to find the box.” I'm surprised by the calmness of my voice. In moments, Mark Vincent, flanked by a handful of investigators, rushes toward me. I nod at the captain and he hurries into the woods. I follow, the others not far behind. The captain leads me across the nettle-laden ground, deeper and deeper. His ghostly gleam is my only guidance. There, battered and hidden by brush, lies the small orange casing of the black box. I tear at the brush, pulling away branches and leaves until I have uncovered the box. I step back as the investigators descend on it, gently lifting it from the foliage and carrying it back to the site. Mark hovers beside me. I walk behind the investigators as they carry the box out toward the trucks. When I reach the site, I see the woman in denim still waiting. I close my eyes for a moment, feeling a closeness that makes my chest ache, and approach her. The woman holds the stuffed bear against her chest. “Have you seen my daughter?” asks the woman. “I've been looking for her for hours!” Her ghostly face is tear-streaked and she looks utterly lost. “Please, where is my daughter?” “She's in a hospital,” I answer, my voice thin. “She survived the crash.” “Oh, thank God,” the woman cries and slumps to the ground, clutching the bear. Her relief is overwhelming. “Thank God she's safe.” Shards of memories stab back into focus. A voice long-dead calls my name through the roar of fire, through shrill screams. But never have I been so far from that voice as I was that chilly October morning. Ten years have passed, but I clench my eyes closed, my mother's voice haunting my memory. How she shouted at me from the plane's burning wreckage, but they couldn't get to her in time. I inherited my curse that morning. Now, I relive every jet crash as if it were that awful October morning outside Spokane. I drop to my knees, a sob tearing at my throat. I never saw my mother again. Never got to tell her goodbye. Why didn't she hear me? I called and called, but she never answered. If only she could have followed my voice to the exit. If only ice hadn't formed on the wings. My sobs wrench free, the rain pounding the ground now. If only. ****
 
 While Mark and the others carry the black box toward a truck, Brittany walks out of the woods. Her form is translucent, milky and soft like fairy dust. I am afraid to move. I crouch there in the pouring rain. “Mommy?” The woman turns, her face contorting. “Oh, no! Oh, no, Brittany. I thought you were safe.” Her mother runs toward her and clasps the child to her chest. Sobbing, the little girl holds onto her mother. “I couldn't find you, Mommy. I couldn't find you!” “Sssh, honey. It's all right.” She lays the bear in Brittany's arms. Shortly, Mark's cell phone rings. I watch the heaviness in his face. He shakes his head. A battle lost. He rushes into the debris and drops down beside me. “The little girl passed away a few minutes ago,” he shouts above the rain. I nod and watch the last of the ghosts of flight 1155 melt into the woods and fade into the air. For a moment, Brittany's mother remains. She gazes at me as if she knows about my mother. There are no answers to these whys—to my whys—just acceptance, I realize. “Could you—” I stop in mid-sentence. She moves toward me and nods, urging me to continue. “Could you tell my mother—that I miss her?” “I'm sure she's already heard you.” The woman takes hold of her daughter's hand and slips after the others. Peace settles warm and calm against my shoulders, as if someone has put an arm around me. My hands stop hurting. I pull off my gloves. The burns are receding ... my gift is fading. I feel it. And for the first time, I understand this gift. I've been hearing my mother's voice for ten years—through these images. They were the goodbyes she never got to tell me. I step out of the wreckage, knowing that tonight, I leave my gift behind. I trudge toward the investigators as they load the black box bound for D.C.. “They'll find that all engines failed,” I tell them. “One engine caught fire and the other stopped working. The fire extinguishing system failed to come on-line, too. There was no evidence of pilot error. Goodnight.” I don't even turn to see their expressions. It doesn't matter if they believe me or not. They have the plane's flight record and I have mine. As I climb into my car, I look back at the forest and I wonder if a sparrow falls, does it rise again and sing?
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