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A KNOT WITHIN A KNOT

Jason Parent

Part I

MY NAILS CRACK against the armrest as what the pilot called normal turbulence spirals well beyond normal. And to think that only five minutes earlier, I wasn’t afraid of flying. So much can change from just a few simple choices: deciding at the eleventh hour to attend a technology conference in Italy without my family; electing to leave that convention prematurely to catch an earlier Air France flight home in advance of oncoming weather, only for an unexpected delay on the runway and for the storm to freakishly change course into the airplane’s path mid-flight; and in my haste to make my ill-fated trip, choosing not to call my wife and daughter to tell them I’m coming home and that I love them. 

A crack as loud as an eighteen-wheeler ramming into a boulder rattles my seat. The din is coming from somewhere outside or against the plane. The lights flicker, and someone nearby squeals. Others gasp. Up ahead, a child wails. In the pause between lightning and thunder, a steady string of prayers converses with the pitter-patter of the rain.

I release a breath and look past the elderly woman to my right in the hope of catching another glimpse of the wing and its two beautifully functioning engines keeping us aloft and alive. But the shutter is now closed, blocking my view of the raging storm and the pitch-black that has swallowed the sky. An unnatural darkness blots out starlight and cabin light. Flashes of lightning are the only means to see anything out there, were there anything else to see. The woman must have closed the shutter. Maybe she saw something after all, something I don’t want to see.

So I look at her instead, seeking comfort in the presence of a stranger. She is as frail as a wraith, a stick with a kindly smile. Her eyes are closed as she rests her head against her seat. Despite the lurching and jostling that sends both my mind and my stomach into an uproar, she seems to have found peace, a lonely island in the eye of the storm while the rest of us swirl in the tempest. And with each flicker of the cabin lights, her sallow skin and pronounced cheekbones illuminate. Her skeletal face permeates my thoughts like a bad omen.

The woman greeted me warmly when I took my seat beside her—I understood enough French to pick up on that—but gone now is her charity and fellowship, and my heart seizes and lungs refuse to operate as I face this storm alone. Yet her deep breaths, forcing the steady rise and fall of her bosom, emit a pulse that is soothing in its cadence, if only I can convince my body to emulate it.

And I try. Like counting off a beat, I mimic her breathing and sit back. As if aping her crests and valleys or mocking my attempts to match them, the plane also rises and falls but in much faster intervals, tickling my stomach in that nauseating way of cars on hilly roads. With each dip, the plane creaks like a rusty hinge. A strobe light bursts behind the shutters, the roar of thunder chasing at its heels. I imagine the lightning, with its dots and dashes, is speaking in Morse code. The message is clear: You are fucked.

A ding sounds, and the captain’s voice comes over the intercom. Crackles and dead air break apart his words, so much so that I doubt even those fluent in his language could have found any meaning in them—or any hope.

Furrowed brows and frowning mouths confirm my suspicions as I glance across the aisle. The captain doesn’t bother repeating his message in English, though the sentiment seems universal: we are all going to die.

More thunder follows more lightning, and heavy raindrops pelt our carapace like automatic gunfire. The plane gives a long groan akin to a whale song, and for a second, both metal and the meat within go silent. Even the hysterical child has lost his voice. Thinking of my daughter, thankful she is safe at home, I hope the kid has fallen blissfully unconscious. I hope the same happens to me.

The lights flicker one last time before going out, and the plane pitches downward. I curse our hubris for thinking something that weighs more than twenty elephants should ever transport people through the sky. As oxygen bags drop from the ceiling, a flight attendant bravely rises to remind us how to put them on. His tears, like crystal prisms, refract colored light, brightening his skin even as his expression darkens. A jolt knocks him to the ground, and he doesn’t rise, nor does anyone move to help him.

The child’s wailing returns in earnest, countless banshee souls joining in the chorus. I clench my teeth to bite back my screams. The force of our descent and my locked-up muscles pin me to the seat, my fingers clutching the armrests in a death grip.

A hand covers my mouth, and I instinctively shake it away. The elderly woman leans forward and meets my gaze, offering me that same kindly smile she wore when I took my seat beside her. Her steady hands work with a quiet strength as she pulls the straps of the oxygen mask over my head and sets the mouthpiece in place, even before putting on hers. A smile twitches my mouth. The gentleness of her act mixes with the absurdity of the orange duckbill mask to serve as a fleeting balm to a body prickling with panic.

I nod, a short bob to show my thanks. She smiles with her eyes, which gleam with the wisdom of one who has learned to accept what is beyond one’s control, and rests a hand on mine. Tears warm my cheeks as I think of the wife and child I will never see again. I’m grateful, though, that I do not have to face my final moments alone after all. With an effort of sheer will, I unclench my fingers and take the woman’s hand.

A blast immerses the cabin in blinding light. A clang, clang, clang follows, as if rocks are pelting an aluminum trash can in which I’ve made the unfortunate mistake of hiding. The plane dips sideways as an endless torrent of wind whooshes through the cabin, forcing my useless eyes shut. Water and what I presume to be napkins and peanut wrappers whip into my face. With them comes a moment of clarity: this is it.

And I laugh. The notion that sticking my head between my legs could somehow save me pushes my mind toward hysteria. I grit my teeth, determined to face my end with dignity, as if doing so would earn me the respect of a child who would never know one way or the other. I wonder if I have time to text her to say I love her, like I should have done before. But I have never squandered my affections. Both she and my wife, they know.

Still, I don’t want to die, and I rage against the unfairness of it all. I summon more anger to displace some of my fear, slamming my head repeatedly against the headrest like a temperamental child. The howl of the wind tunnel drowns out all other sounds. My ears pop as I swallow. I squeeze the woman’s hand harder and harder as we plummet to earth, ashamed I haven’t had the decency to learn her name or repay her kindness.

***

I wake to a vacuous, white oblivion. The blurry world does not rush into focus. Light stings my eyes. As I lift my arm to shield them, a jolt of pain shoots through my elbow, following nervous passageways upward to stab my already-throbbing brain. A dull hum is the only sound that reaches my ears.

A gelatinous gunk sits over my lip. I raise my arm again—this time, it hurts a little less—and touch the warm, syrupy substance. I know it is congealed blood even before my eyes register it on my fingertips. A nosebleed? It can’t be a good sign to wake up to blood.

I reach for my wife, comforted to find her beside me as I try to piece together the crazy night we must have had. The hangover afflicting me is worse than any I recall from my wilder twenties, and I have never been blackout drunk before. Where did I go, and what did I do to make me so . . . uncharacteristic? It hurts too much to think . . . or maybe to think too much. I groan and press my palms into my temples, trying to squeeze out the jackhammers in my skull and their high-pitched machinery whine. My thoughts flutter and buzz like mosquito wings. I reach for my wife again, seeking her familiar comfort, but she feels brittle and bony. Unless my full-bodied beauty has been stricken with fast-acting pestilence, she isn’t lying beside me.

So who is? Could I have possibly gotten so drunk that I would betray the sanctity of my marriage? That would be beyond uncharacteristic, not me at all. I want to retch, but more importantly, I want to understand. I can’t clear my head, and I can’t figure out where I am or what has happened, only that this is not my bed, and my wife is not beside me. At least I sense that much—that and danger. Vomit tastes bitter in my mouth, having risen in my throat before I can choke it back down.

The sour taste helps me remember terror swirling through my thoughts and a plane falling from the sky in the dead of night. But judging by the light above, sunlight, I know the storm is over. The night is over. And I am . . . alive?

A fearful logic reins in the excitement blossoming with that revelation, like the threat of an accident within the thrill of a rickety rollercoaster ride. I dropped from the sky, yet here I sit, grounded, intact, I think, and somehow breathing. When everything becomes clear, will I like what I see?

I take a deep breath and, with it, fresh, clean air—mostly, anyway. An underscore of loosened bowels and a coppery dissidence dilutes the revitalizing aroma of earth, pine, and grass on a dew-wet morning—nature unadulterated. A draft tickles my skin, which is covered with moisture, I assume sweat. I reach up again, pain centralizing on a tender spot over my left eye. A shallow gash travels from my eyebrow to my temple, and it oozes as if already infected. A substance like raw egg makes phlegm-like strings between my middle finger and forefinger. Nausea rises within me, and I wipe the wound with my sleeve then prod it with my fingers. Though the flesh is tender, the gash does not seem to be leaking fluids.

A tug at my ear, and I claw away the oppressor with that instinctive panic that inflicts even the most macho of men when eight-legged things tiptoe over their skin. But it is only my oxygen mask dangling from my ear as if hanging from a cliff’s edge. Calming, my sight clearing, I check my body for further injury. My headache relents enough to allow me to think in more than fragments. Legs, hips, torso—my elbow protests every move, but I am whole, bruised but unbroken. I’m seated in a plane that crashed during a storm, and I’m alive. Praise God, I’m alive!

The ringing in my head dulls to the drone of a far-off church bell. Other sounds replace it. I can hear no screams, and for that, I am thankful, but the low moans and racking sobs are not much better. The child who was wailing is now silent.

A smile shakes on my lips. A laugh escapes them, a tittering unlike anything that has passed through them before, anxious, exhilarated, and admittedly, somewhat maniacal. I turn to the woman beside me to share our mutual good fortune and gasp. She sits at peace, much as she’d been during the worst of it, but her eyes stare forward blankly. The slow rise and fall of her chest is no more. With quivering breaths, I examine her for injuries but see none, except for two clearly bent fingers, those I’d held as our heap of metal plummeted toward Earth.

Did I somehow kill . . . The thought is too terrible to entertain. My breaths come shorter, each an effort. I try to stand but whiplash back into my seat. With trembling fingers, I fumble for the belt clasp, find the button, and toss the strap from my lap, smacking the woman in her leg. Heat rises in my cheeks, even though I know she couldn’t have felt it. Mystified by my own stupidity, I explode out of my seat and collide with the ceiling. The knock to my cranium is more disorienting than painful. A sudden need to escape my confines consumes me, my claustrophobia so intense that my chest cramps, and my skin seems to shrink. My fingers curl into claws under my chin as I hug myself closely and shuffle into the aisle, noticing the state of the plane and its remaining passengers despite my efforts. Both are whole at first but become less so as I shamble toward the front of the plane—or where the front of the plane once was.

I kick something that spirals a few feet in front of me: a toddler’s sneaker. Turning away from the white walls, which are marred more and more by dark splatters the farther I go, I focus instead on that sneaker. Part of me knows I should stop and help those who may be injured, but my feet betray my humanity. The insectile, baser portion of my brain still choosing flight despite the irony isn’t lost on me. I’m a good man. I want to help them. My body simply will not obey what my mind thinks is right. At least, I tell myself that. But the way the dead lie mangled, gouged, and broken, as if they ran with bulls and lost, makes me shudder at the thought of passing them, never mind providing them aid. Whatever the reason, every part of me needs to be out of that plane.

So that’s where I head, gazing down at the floor. Some fatherly instinct stops me only long enough to pick up the sneaker. Fortunately, I do not have far to walk, as the carpeted aisle gives way to twisted metal then to scarred earth. I recall being jealous of those in first class, where even a man in handcuffs—likely some criminal being extradited—had been lucky enough to sit, while I was crammed into a bucket seat, but had I been in front, I can’t imagine I’d have fared better. Though I suspect the worst, I pray for the other passengers. I pray more for myself.

Soil, turned as if plowed, precedes wet, shin-high grass spotted with rocky outcroppings. Lichens and stunning star-shaped blue flowers cover the mounds. A red-orange early-morning sun shines as if through a haze despite the cloudless cornflower-blue sky.

To my left, right, and everywhere else but behind me, where I am not yet willing to look, more of the same spreads out for many acres before kissing spruces and pines, the beginnings of what appears to be a massive forest. Beyond the trees, where the ground continues to elevate, snowcapped mountains stand sentinel over the horizon. I try to recall the flight trajectory from the screen in front of my seat before it flickered out. We were heading over the French Alps when . . .

Think. I shake my head and try to concentrate on what is important. I’ve survived a plane crash, so the worst has to be over, but I’m only God knows where, certainly not yet out of the proverbial woods. As if by their own design, my feet continue plodding forward, heading straight for the literal one.

Evergreens as tall as skyscrapers form a dense canopy over the entrance to a dark and foreboding place. Yet light, flickering like fireflies, subsists intermittently within that forest, dazzling and wonderful. It and the sounds coming from the same direction beckon me forward—human sounds of mirth and jubilee, as if a carnival is hidden within the bark.

For the first time, I notice I’m not wandering alone. Shambling and dumbstruck, much like me, a few other survivors walk with blank faces alongside me, like a small herd of zombies searching for their lost souls. A large man in a leather jacket, which is open to reveal a bloodied sweater, limps through the grass to my left. To my right, a young woman with a ponytail tucked through a ball cap takes each step as if she is on a frozen pond, and the ice is cracking. I hear the efforts of others, footfalls on rock, grunts, and grass swishing against fabric, but call to none, and none call to me. The sounds of the forest embody answers to the only question that matters: How do we continue to survive? The Pied Piper song drawing me onward fills me with wonder and warmth despite the chill and, perhaps most dubious of all, with a sense of hope.

I don’t see the little girl in pigtails, who is barely more than a toddler, until she trips several yards ahead of me. Her unhappy accident snaps me out of my trance, and I run to her. Although her chin quivers, she does not cry or make any other sound as she pulls a scraped knee in to her body and pouts up at me with big, shimmering eyes. Sticking out her lower lip, she reaches up with both arms, and I wordlessly scoop her up and plant her on her feet, one of which is missing a sneaker. The other foot wears one that is a perfect match for the shoe I’m holding. Marveling at the luck, I help her step into it and Velcro it tightly.

Back on her feet, the girl bends to pick up a knit dolly with button eyes that give it a voodoo-doll look more than that of a child’s toy, but the kiss she plants on its forehead suggests it is more than just a toy to her. I wonder how a creature so small and precious could find herself alone in that clearing, but we do not talk of her parents and do not search for them. Exchanging barely more than glances, nods, and uncertain smiles, we take each other’s hands and continue our walk, our touch solidifying that, for the foreseeable future, I am her guardian and protector, her savior from further knee scrapes, bruises, and other injuries perhaps not yet experienced or merely not yet felt.

I’d be lying if I said her touch doesn’t implant a similar sense of security in me as we step into the darkness. With my free hand in front of me, I slink forward, wary of low branches and stinging needles. I feel my grip tightening around the little girl’s hand and, remembering the broken, brittle fingers of my former traveling companion, force it to slacken through cleansing breaths. My heartbeat nevertheless quickens as we trek farther into the unknown, sweet, melodious tunes promising an end to the horrors of night and nightmare: salvation.

Scents, too, carry on the breeze, the strongest being the mouthwatering aroma of meat sizzling on a spit. The warmth of its fire cuts through air now so cold that I can see my breath. And again, an underscore of rot, the stench of decomposition, of a season dying—late fall in a temperate mountain valley under a tree umbrella.

So when the warmth comes, it ironically triggers the shivering in me. My fingernails are purplish-blue, my free hand white and bloodless. I blow on it in a feeble attempt to warm it. With the fading of the shock, trance, or whatever it was that got me out of my seat and wandering into the woods, I begin to take stock of my surroundings as more than just a place but a harsh wilderness that can harm me if I don’t keep my head on straight. Though we seem to be many miles away from civilization, I know that assessment to be false, unless animals have found a way to control fire and play instruments, all of which had before seemed dreamlike but now root me in reality and caution.

And the others . . .

I hasten my pace, wondering how I could have been so indifferent to those who may need my help. I’d been so self-centric, so self-absorbed that my own peril was all that mattered, even with potential salvation for all within earshot. Fear, I suppose, has dampened my reason. Even if that makes me human, it doesn’t stop me from wishing I could be better. I resolve to help the others, starting with this little girl.

“Cover your eyes,” I whisper as I sweep her into my arms without objection. My elbow cracks and burns as I lift her, but the pain is temporary and easily ignorable in the face of greater concerns. She buries her face in my shoulder, her dolly clutched in the crook of her arm. Whether or not she understands what has happened to her, she is managing the foreignness of me and her environment, braver than perhaps even I am, and I find strength in her strength. Again, I try not to think about how she ended up wandering the wild alone for fear my heart will break. And again, I dare not ask and extinguish her calm. Safety first, questions later.

A glance over my shoulder, and neither the plane nor the clearing is visible. The other survivors have vanished, or else I’ve simply lost track of them in the gloom. Something about their absence fills my very being with dread. We are deep in the forest now, the aloneness so complete and the darkness so encroaching despite the growing sounds and signs of civilization ahead and the little bundle of life in my arms, whom I squeeze tighter.

The wind tickles the back of my neck, causing the hair to stand on end. I don’t belong here.

Although I can see the trees thinning ahead, I slow my pace. The girl’s body trembles, either from cold or from sobbing. I draw circles on her back, trying to soothe her. Only now do I ask her name, but she doesn’t answer. I spin around but see only trees looming over me every which way I turn, their branches like bony arms with long, narrow fingers reaching for me. I lose sense of direction. My palms begin to sweat. I cannot turn back now, no longer sure which way is back. My only option is to continue toward the sounds.

After only a few more steps, my breath catches in my chest. A silent cry passes my lips. A shadow stands tall before us, man shaped but not a man, gray from head to toe, with huge elk-like antlers emerging from a faceless head. Two oblong limbs, thickest where hands should be, extend from its sides. Massive and ominous, it rears up, reaching out with those unnatural appendages. I step back as it steps toward us.

I blink, trying to clear my eyes, as I know they must be deceiving me. A stag or some similar creature: that’s all it can be. Dangerous, sure, and nothing a city dweller like me is equipped to handle but certainly not anything . . . unnatural. I scramble through the recesses of my mind for some nature-show tidbit that may save our lives should this animal charge. Do I play dead? Run in zigzags? Moving with infuriating slowness when all I want to do is turn tail and run, I put the girl down and usher her behind me. “Stay there, and don’t move.”

“Bonjour!” the beast says.

I examine it closer, confusion displacing my fear, uncertain whether the creature spoke or sneezed. “Bless you?”

“Ah, English then.” The creature ambles closer.

I nudge the girl backward, keeping my body between her and this talking monster.

“Oh!” The beast raises its arms. “What a sight we must seem to outsiders.” Hands emerge from the elliptical openings at the end of its limbs. They remove a cowl from its head, revealing the smiling face of a man entering his twilight years, graying hair, and crow’s-feet at the corners of his eyes, which still sparkle with the zeal of the young. I see no hint of malice behind them.

I straighten. The tension in my shoulders begins to break.

“Forgive me. I sometimes forget what it was like for me when I first arrived here. The antlers are meant to honor Ankou, our Lord’s great were-stag and noble servant, as we all strive to be.” The man comes closer still, his arms outstretched. “Welcome and well met! Belisama has bathed you in her light, surely, for she has guided you here, out of the storm.” He laughs. “And out of the sky, it would seem!”

He approaches within arm’s length. I reach behind me to ensure the girl is still there without taking my eyes off the oddly dressed stranger. He wears a grayish robe akin to something a Franciscan monk might wear that’s tied at the waist with a leather cord. His garb lacks any ornamentation except for the massive antlers now hanging from his back like an angel’s wings. They’re affixed to his hood by a hinged apparatus around his neck that resembles the visor on a knight’s helmet. Old-fashioned but certainly twentieth century loafers adorn his feet.

“I have never seen a plane that large. Marvelous! You must tell me all about it.”

“Please, sir. We need help. Our plane crashed—”

“Yes, I heard! Gave us all quite a fright, I assure you. Some of the young ones thought Great Balor had arisen from the sea to gobble them up, most having little notion of Balor or of the sea, as it were. They were terrified, and if I am being honest, so was I.” He clasps my arms before I can flinch away. “Surely, Belisama’s light shines upon you. And on the morning of Samhain! Cernunnos be praised. Truly blessed, we all must be.”

I don’t understand much of what the man is blabbering about, and I don’t care. The little girl’s parents and the others back at the plane who may still be alive are counting on someone to save them. These simple folk may be all the hope they have. “We need to help the—”

“Ah, and who is this little one?” The man crouches and reaches out toward the girl, who ducks back behind my thigh. “Hello, little sky child, daughter of the air. My name is Rainier. And who might you be?”

Receiving no response, Rainier stands. “Adorable, your daughter. A beauty to rival the summer and winter queens themselves.”

“She’s not my daughter. She’s . . . ” I lower my voice. “Her parents may still be alive . . . still in the plane.” I suck in a breath and reach for his hand. “Please, sir. We need to help them.”

Rainier tugs away from my grip on his sleeve, a frown dancing across his lips before departing. “Yes, yes. But first, we must help you and this beautiful child, no?” Without waiting for a response, he turns and waggles a finger over his shoulder.

After stuttering out a protest that falls on deaf ears, I pick up the girl and hurry to follow. The air grows smokier, but the light is brighter with every step. It dances like fire here and there at eye-level, as if tiki torches stand in the open spaces between trees. From them or elsewhere nearby comes an aroma like that of pork in a smoker.

“The gods surely show you fortune, leading you here on our third and final day of celebration, for the changing of the seasons is nigh upon us. Cernunnos offers you a share in our blessings. Belisama, her light. Their will be done through you and with you, so many offerings. There is much to celebrate, my new brother. The gods have called you home.”
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