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  Introduction
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  Airplanes are thresholds, liminal spaces, spaces of transition. The transition between ground and sky. Transitions between cities, states, countries and continents. The transition between the earthly and the unearthly. And sometimes, the transition between sanity and madness.




  These are five stories of such transitions. Five stories set on the borderline between mundanity and strangeness. Five stories of five flights, in America, in Europe and across the great ocean inbetween. These are the stories of five people aboard those planes — three passengers, a flight attendant and a pilot — who suddenly find themselves plunged into extraordinary circumstances. And these are the stories of five descents into madness.




  These stories are short and sharp, like one of those short hop flights where the plane begins its descent as soon as it has reached cruising altitude.




  So fasten your seatbelt, fold up your tray, put your seatback in an upright position and prepare to descend beyond the borders of sanity straight into madness.




  And always remember: Your life vest is under your seat, should you need it.
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  Unexpected Fortune
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  Jalil Abhaya climbed over the lady in the aisle seat, a meek looking redhead in a severe blue suit, to reach seat 17A. He settled down, dutifully fastened his seatbelt and waited for the plane to take off. While the flight attendant explained the safety procedures, he stared out of the window. Why should he pay attention? Safety meant nothing to a man who was already dead.




  For Jalil was dead — or would soon be. His life was in ruins. He had nothing left to live for.




  A week ago, his girlfriend had left him after three years together. She had found somebody else, she said. She was sorry, she said. She would pick up her things on Friday, she said. She was probably rummaging through the flat they had shared at this very moment. When Jalil closed his eyes, he could almost see her, throwing all her belongings, her clothes, her shoes, her books, her CDs, her DVDs, the silver cutlery she had inherited from her grandmother, even that ugly crystal vase he had always hated, into a big cardboard box. She was probably glad that he wasn’t there, that she didn’t have to face him. After all, she didn’t even have the courage to tell him to his face that she was leaving him, didn’t even have the courage to look him in the eyes as she broke his heart into a billion little pieces and stomped all over the leftovers. She had just left a message on the answering machine that Jalil had found one day when he came home from office.




  It had been a blow, a bad one, and Jalil had thought that things couldn’t get worse. But they could and they did. For that very morning he had been called to the office of his boss at GC Investment Bankers. “Employing you has turned out to be a bad investment, Mr Abhaya…” his boss had said, “…and we at GC cannot afford bad investments.”




  That was it. He had been fired and escorted out of the building by security like a common thief who’d been caught stealing staplers and paper clips. His whole life was gone, just like that.




  That was the moment when he had decided to end it all. His girlfriend was gone, his job was gone. Even Manchester United, his favourite football club, had lost three matches in a row and when had that ever happened? Besides, he kept hearing that awfully sad song on the radio, the one that had caused a wave of suicides back in the nineteen thirties. It was a sign, all of it. A sign that his time was up, that he should put an end to it all.




  He wasn’t even sure why he’d got on this plane in the first place. After all, he could have killed himself right there in his flat. But then, his ex-girlfriend might have found him. Or even worse, his sister who was pregnant. Or his mother who had a weak heart. And Jalil didn’t want to be found by anybody who had known him. He didn’t want to bother the people he cared for or rather had cared for with his suicide. He didn’t want to bother anybody. He just wanted to die anonymously, somewhere where nobody knew him.




  So he had taken the tube to Heathrow and got himself a ticket for the cheapest flight he could find, which had turned out to be a ten pound one way ticket to Glasgow. It was one of those ultra-cheap, no frills, charge extra for everything including the loo flights, but Jalil didn’t mind. Dead men didn’t need frills. And they certainly didn’t need a return ticket.




  And now he was on the plane, just taking off. Disinterestedly, he looked out of the window, where the greenhouses of Kew Gardens were vanishing in a swirl of low hanging clouds. The day was a typical London grey, but Jalil savoured the view anyway. He was not going to have that many more, after all.




  A steady mumbling made him turn away from the window. It was the lady in the aisle seat. She was praying. Constantly praying in a low, murmuring voice and intermittently kissing the silver cross around her neck. Stupid woman! If she was that scared, why couldn’t she just take the train and spare him the bother? Here he was, about to kill himself, with just one and a half hours left to live, and he had to spend those one and a half hours next to a terrified woman who was praying all the time to a god that had never been his.




  Enough! He would not take this. So Jalil pressed the call button and waited for the flight attendant to materialise. At first, he’d planned to ask for a different seat. But when the flight attendant finally appeared, looking obviously harried, Jalil didn’t want to add to her stress, so he asked for a glass of water instead. Then he pulled the pack of sleeping pills, which he had bought at the airport, out of the Boots Chemist bag. He had meant to save the pills for later, when he would finally leave this world. But surely there would be no harm in taking one now. Maybe then he would be able to sleep and would not have to listen to that stupid cow and her constant praying.
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