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1

Unsteady in Mind & Body





The steel decking beneath Nina's feet dropped away. She tumbled forward and memory flashed through her mind, the same memory that had plagued her for twenty years. 

Nathan yelled for help as his bright red mittens sought purchase on the ice, his frantic kicking throwing icy lake water high into the air. Nina stood there as the thin lake ice fractured and heaved beneath her feet, threatening to claim her as well, but unable to move. Her brother's cries filled her ears.

"Help me, Nina!" Nathan screamed as he struggled against the dark icy water that was pulling him towards its depths.

"You ok, Miss?" The rig foreman said, and grabbed her elbow to stop her from falling down the metal catwalk. "The storm's getting worse, but the rig can take it. You two should reconsider your plans to fly out."

Nina pulled her arm free of the foreman's grip and held the handrail, resting her forehead against the cool metal. The shock of cold gave her focus and Nina pushed her memories away with long practice. Locking that recollection away, rational thought returned. Nina kept her eyes closed, savoured the coolness of the metal against her skin, and listened to the conversation on the small landing behind her.

"As I've said, Mr. Blaine, you and your assistant are more than welcome to ride out the storm here. We have comfortable guest quarters and everything. We can't risk you and your health and safety report to the ravages of the Atlantic now, can we?" The laugh the foreman gave sounded forced, and Nina knew Harrison would have picked up on that. She waited for his reply.

"Thank you for the offer, but once again, I'll say no. I'm eager to sleep in my own bed tonight," Harrison Blaine said, his tone as cold as the waters outside. 

Harrison doesn't suffer fools, Nina thought to herself.

"Clearly, your assistant is under the weather, poor joke, sorry. For safety's sake, shouldn't you stay? Miss? What do you think?"

Nina heard Harrison's aluminum briefcase thud against the deck plate, chasing away the roaring wind outside. 

"How are you feeling, Nina?" Harrison asked, though his uncaring tone belied his words. "It's up to you. We could stay until the storm passes if you insist."

Hearing the lack of concern in her boss's voice just made Nina close her eyes all the tighter. "He's giving you an out, fool. All you have to do is lie and say the storm is making you seasick, or you're too scared to fly and everyone will take pity on the poor female. Is that what you want? Say something, they're waiting for you." The voice of her dead brother pounded into her mind.

Shut up, you're not real! You're just my guilty conscience.

Pushing herself away from the railing, Nina turned and faced the men and something like genuine concern dawned on her boss's face as his eyes squinted at her. He opened his mouth to speak, but Nina got there first. "I'll be fine, Harrison. Just need a glass of wine and a nap, I expect. I'm good to go."

"I can't help you there, Miss, this is a dry rig. As you know, the company is strict about that sort of thing here. I gave you a copy of our controlled substance policy, right?" the foreman said, as his eyes slid to the aluminum briefcase between Harrison's feet and he rubbed a spot on his cheek. 

Rolling his eyes at the foreman, Harrison took a half step forward and leaned into the gentle swaying of the rig, a motion learned after a lifetime on rough seas. "Are you sure, Nina?" Her faint nod put a smile on Harrison's face. He scooped up his briefcase and continued up the catwalk without looking back. The rig foreman gave Nina a weak smile and hurried after Harrison.

Grabbing her work bags, Nina followed the two men up the rocking staircase. The harsh fluorescent lights stabbed her eyes and the shifting movement of the oil rig threatened to bring the painful memories back. Nina lowered her head and stared at the red painted metal stairs. She counted each one as she ascended, focusing all her attention on watching diamond-checkered steps disappear under her feet.

When Nina's count reached forty-two, she realized that something was impeding her path. She shook herself alert and stared up at the confused faces of the foreman and her boss through blurry plexiglass. Nina had walked into the emergency shower station. 

"We're at the flight deck, Nina, you sure you're ok?" Harrison asked. His voice struggled to be heard over the howl of the wind as it assaulted the steel walls of the stairwell. He pushed his glasses back on his nose and raised an eyebrow at his assistant as if trying to diagnose an odd engine noise. 

"Say something, fool, listen to that wind roar, it almost sounds alive. If you're not careful, it will get you!" the ghost of Nathan teased.

"I'm ok, Harrison," and before the words were out of her mouth, Harrison had turned away and pushed open the outer door. The wind caught it and flung it against the metal cladding. The resulting boom vibrated up through Nina's feet and made her stiffen.

Zipping up his coat and turning up the collar, Harrison turned to the foreman with his hand out. "Management will get my report within the next fourteen days. Thank you for your hospitality. Come on, Nina." And with that, Harrison strode into the lashing rain towards the idling helicopter. The flashing red lights set into the helipad floor made it look like blood covered the man.

The rig foreman gave Nina a weak smile and struggled to grab the swinging door. "Best you hurry, Miss, this wind is picking up by the minute. Safe travels."

Nina nodded, flipped up her hood, grabbed her work bags, and hurried after her boss. The horizontal wind grabbed Nina's hood and ripped the snaps free from her collar. The orange nylon hood flew off the helipad like a fireball, lost. Nina cursed her luck and squinted through her swirling dark hair as the rain stung her face. 

The flashing lights of the flight deck along with the freezing water running down her back brought back that haunting ambulance ride from all those years ago. How Nina sat forgotten, bundled up in a corner as paramedics attempted to bring Nathan back, equipment beeping and flashing, frantic voices shouting. The part of her mind where her dead twin had lived since that faithful day struggled to overwhelm her, but Nina forced it to the back of her mind and focused upon the waiting helicopter.

Standing by the open door of the helicopter, his face looking paler than normal, Harrison waved Nina to hurry as he hunched under the spinning blades. Harrison's icy hand touched Nina's as he grabbed one bag and tossed it behind their seats. The feeling that death had just touched her made her shiver with more than cold and she hurried inside the chopper with the remaining bag, unwilling to be touched again. The harsh interior lights did nothing to improve the impression of death that hung around Harrison, but he didn't appear to notice Nina's discomfort as he slid the door closed. Looking over her boss's shoulder at the tiny portal of warm yellow light, Nina saw the rig foreman give them a wave and pull the catwalk door closed, leaving them at the mercy of the grey afternoon and the approaching storm.

Brushing his wet salt and pepper hair back, Harrison leaned towards the cockpit and shouted, "Ok, Warren, we're on board and secured. Take us home."

Struggling to fasten her seat harness, Nina leaned forward and saw their pilot flick off the cabin light before twisting around to face his passengers. His smiling face greeted them.

"Shit! I thought Warren was our pickup?" Harrison said.

"Is that any way to greet an old friend, Mr. Blaine?" the pilot said with a wide smile and a side wink for Nina. "I'm afraid you're stuck with me, assuming you want to fly. Old Warren didn't like the look of the storm on the radar and bowed out."

"Of course we want to go home. Now would be wonderful," Harrison muttered as he threw himself back against the seat and pulled on his harness as he stared daggers at the pilot.

Nina did her best to ignore the pilot's attention and felt relief as he pulled his gaze away from her and directed it at her boss. She felt tension leave her muscles as she settled into the seat and stared out the small window of the helicopter. Watching as water ran in rivers down the glass, she listened to the two men bicker, happy they ignored her.

"Listen, Mr. Blaine, a bit of wind and rain doesn't faze me any. I saw worse when I flew for Queen and Country. It's your safety that I'm concerned about. Neither of you looks to be in peak form. You're as pale as a ghost and your assistant looks like she saw one."

Hearing that, Nina leaned harder against the metal wall of the helicopter until she felt the rivets press against her skull. She wished she was as strong and unfeeling as the metal. 

"Maybe you should tell them about me?" Nathan whispered into her mind.

"Shut up," Nina muttered and watched as her breath fogged the cold glass.

"Pardon, Nina?" Harrison said, as he pulled a handkerchief from his jacket pocket and dried his glasses.

"Nothing, just wish the wind would stop howling." Nina faced the men and plastered a fake smile on her face, wishing that they would leave her alone. But it wasn't to be.

"Nina, let me introduce you to Captain Al Selwyn, formerly of the Air Force, now a civilian contractor."

Nina nodded and struggled to look welcoming, but the muscles in her face felt like they belonged to someone else.

"Afternoon, Nina. Sorry if I offended you. Working for this killjoy would tax a saint."

"Listen here," Harrison started, but Al held up a finger, and, surprisingly, Harrison shut up.

"The Coast Guard has put out a warning to all pilots, and I'm well within my rights of parking us right here until the storm passes. Your choice."

To Nina's knowledge, no had ever spoken to Harrison that way before, and it startled her that he wasn't blowing up in the pilot's face. She just watched her boss's face turned red, and he unbuttoned the top of his shirt.

Please don't punch the pilot, Nina thought and sighed as some of the blood left Harrison's face and he just nodded, fussing with his collar.

Satisfied, Al turned his back on them and pulled on his headset. "Fluestar #17, this is flight 1506 out of Halifax with three souls on board. We'll be skirting the oncoming weather with only a minimal delay. I have logged our new flight plan," Al said into his microphone and then chuckled to something only he could hear. "Yeah, I hear you, but I'm getting top dollar for hauling them home and taking them off your hands."

Nina heard Al chuckle again and watched as the pilot flicked switches on the dash of the helicopter. The low hum of the rotors above them grew until it washed out the growing storm and, with a small skip across the helipad as the wind pushed them, they were off the oil rig and over the Atlantic.
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Ghost in the Storm





As the helicopter lifted unevenly from the helipad, one wheel bounced and shook the craft; Nina accidentally bit her lip and she could taste the metallic tang of blood. 

I wonder if I can change my mind. Tell Harrison that I want to return to the rig until the storm passes.

Nina looked at her boss. His skin looked pale and waxy in the low LED lights of the helicopter. She watched as he flexed his left hand, his thick gold wedding band appearing and disappearing like a blinking eye of a baleful god.

"But you will not do that, will you? Poor Nina who can't decide and just drifts through life," said the ghost of her twin.

"Shut up Nathan, you're not real," Nina mumbled, her words lost in the cabin's roar.

"What?" Harrison shouted over the howling wind and high-pitched turbine of the helicopter, and pointed to the headsets swinging in front of them.

"Of course I'm not real, but you would rather torture yourself than do anything about it."

That barb hit its mark and Nina felt a cold lump form in her stomach as her shaking hand fumbled the headset over her wet hair. Shaky fingers struggled to find the 'on' switch. The noise canceling headset felt like a comforting blanket to Nina as she imagined being wrapped in cotton, protected from the world outside and the one within her mind. Harrison's strained voice, as if talking was a challenge, pushed aside the illusion.

"What was that, Nina? Do you need help with your seat belt?" Harrison said, though making no motion to help, just flexing his left arm as if it was stiff. 

She shook her head, "I can get it, I was just wondering if this is the right decision, maybe we should have stayed, waited out the storm."

"Too late now, should have spoken up when you had the chance, not waited till now."

Nina turned away from her boss's glare and stared at the rain beating against her small window, only to jump as her headset hummed with static before a fresh voice broke in.

"Do you two mind keeping your voices down?" Al said. The back of the pilot's helmet did not show the stress Nina heard in his voice. "Things are getting worse by the minute out there and having to listen to you two isn't making matters better."

As if to punctuate his words, a mighty gust of wind hit the side of the helicopter. Red lights in the cockpit flashed and Nina felt the engine of the craft labour against the might of the storm. 

Nina heard her headset key open again, but all that came through was Al muttering to himself. She could almost hear him clenching his teeth. When Harrison undid his seatbelt and leaned into the cockpit, Nina thought she should have said something to him about staying buckled up, but hesitated. Harrison spoke, and she lost the moment. 

"Problem Al? The wind-shear worse than you thought?"

For thirty long seconds, Nina waited for Al to respond, but they weren't quiet seconds. The howling wind rose in pitch and a vibration traveled through the helicopter that Nina felt through the soles of her heavy work boots.

Wiping the condensation from her window, Nina could see nothing outside but churning clouds. Spiral fangs of blue and purple that filled the sky and hid the ocean. Nina felt like some terrible beast had reached out and grabbed their tiny helicopter.

The pilot spoke and Nina forced herself to pull her eyes away from the window to stare at the back of his helmet as his voice came through her headset.

"Way worse and Coast Guard has broadcast a no-fly call over the radio, not that it does us any good now." Nina heard none of the easygoing banter in Al's voice that he had earlier, his voice was cool and emotionless. "The scope and ferocity of the storm is already past all the projections and it's not showing any signs of abetting soon. Returning to the rig is out. They're on the other side of the eye of the storm, so I'm taking us off our flight plan and making for St. John's, Newfoundland. Fuel will be tight, but we'll still have our reserves."

Somehow the fear that should consume Nina didn't materialize -- that she didn't have a choice in their safety was a weird comfort to her. She barely acknowledged Harrison as he leaned closer to Al and spoke.

"Just how much danger are we in, Al?" He paused, looked over his shoulder at Nina, his pale clammy skin looked spectral in the glow of the cockpit lights. "Should we be sending out a mayday?" 

A boom of thunder rocked the craft, and Nina felt like they were inside of a drum. The flash of lightning that struck a fraction of a second later filled the cabin of the helicopter, exorcising every shadow and making the hair on her arms stand up.

She blinked to chase away the bursts of light that felt like they had seared themselves to her corneas. The cockpit looked as though it was raining shooting stars to Nina, and it felt like sand had gotten under her eyelids.

"Shit," Al said as a fresh round of warning lights and the smell of scorched plastic filled the cabin. "I think we caught a piece of that folks. I'm losing instrumentation and what is working makes little sense. Start praying things don't get worse."

A ball of ice formed in Nina's gut and she pulled her cell phone from the inner pocket of her jacket and, with shaky fingers, unlocked it. The black screen acted as a mirror and Nina looked at her face. The look of hopelessness that stared back made her shiver, and she stabbed her contacts icon.

Who do I call? Parents that would make meaningless gestures of comfort? Nina scrolled past them and paused when she got to Jason's icon, her finger wavering above the 'call' button before returning her phone to her coat. I should have deleted his number after he broke up with me on New Year's, probably has me blocked anyway.

Even with two people within arm's reach of her, Nina had never felt more alone. Harrison and Al were shouting at each other over their headsets, neither listening to the other. Their voices were like the humming of insects to Nina's ears.

Turning away from the two men, Nina stared out her window and silently prayed for the storm to take her. It's not like anyone would miss her. She was tired of fearing life and its demands.

"That's right, join me in death and all your problems will disappear. You must be so tired of running away, join me in the freezing cold water." The voice of her dead twin whispered in her ear. 

Nina pressed her cheek against the cold glass of her window and looked for the icy Atlantic below. While the swirling storm still hid the water, Nina imagined shapes in the roiling clouds as their fragile craft hunted for a safe harbour.

Her mind's eye replayed every failed relationship she ever had, the stiff family dinners with her folks where her mom got drunk in the kitchen and cried for Nathan, and her dad made flimsy excuses and would walk the dog until she left. Everyone said it was because Nina and Nathan looked so much alike, not that they blamed her, but Nina knew the truth. As if summoned, Nina saw an image of her brother break through the storm, as he scrambled to pull himself above the clouds, just like when he fell through the ice all those years ago. His voice was thunder as he cried for her to help and she stood there mute. His blue eyes pleaded for her to do something, anything, but she was just so scared and froze in place.

Nina closed her eyes to banish the visions and wished that she could dismiss a lifetime of guilt just as easy.  









