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“Every so often a first novel comes along that blows your hair back with its ingenuity, that jump-starts your faith in imaginative literature, and Jon Methven has written one of those novels. This Is Your Captain Speaking is an astonishing debut, a comedic masterwork worthy of the great Joe Orton and Stanley Elkin. Outrageous and gorgeously absurd, it shows us, with fearless accuracy, what a twisted tribe we have become.”


—WILLIAM GIRALDI, author of BUSY MONSTERS


“I’m not sure how it happened, but Thomas Pynchon and Donald Bar thelme bumped into each other while toting their samples into a sperm bank. Jon Methven is the result. This Is Your Captain Speaking proves that Methven has his finger on the pulse of the absurd, the topical, the real. Here’s a novel that soars and soars. And swaggers relentlessly.”


—GEORGE SINGLETON, author of STRAY DECORUM


“A playful and witty sendup of our media-mad culture. Methven is a comic writer to watch.” —JONATHAN EVISON, author of WEST OF HERE









A PILOT, A JOURNALIST, AND A SEMEN TRAFFICKER WALK ONTO A PLANE . . .


When flight AW2921 crashes into the Hudson River and all 162 passengers survive, it’s a Monday morning miracle. What the rapturous public doesn’t know: the whole thing was staged as a last-ditch attempt at resurrecting the Air Wanderlust stock price.


Captain Hank Swagger piloted the miracle plane into the river. Disgraced TV news anchor Lucy Springer was “luckily” the only reporter on board, and the first to capture the story. Con man Normal Fulk recently faked his own death to escape the consequences of his barely legal career as a celebrity semen traf ficker. Toting his last big score—the “John Lennon”—Normal has to leave it behind on the sinking plane or risk being identified and arrested.


In the aftermath of the crash and the chaotic week that follows, Lucy, Normal, and Captain Swagger are all about to discover what it means to be at the center of a miracle that is anything but.
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    For my family




 


 


The postman wants an autograph.
The cab driver wants a picture.
The waitress wants a handshake.
Everyone wants a piece of you.


 


—JOHN LENNON




 


TAKE THESE BROKEN WINGS


    AND LEARN TO FLY


Air Wanderlust Flight 2921 crested the skyline that separated New York City from the heavens then banked a soft right into a raspberry sun. It climbed against an insatiable gravity and skipped toward an archipelago of pinkish clouds, a flat stone across a blessed sea. The captain tipped a left wing to the drifting metropolis. The passengers on that side, first class and coach and the man who had snuck on standby, lifted their chins toward the city, apex of human ingenuity, and snapped pictures on their cellular phones despite having been told to holster them until landing. Passengers blind to the city squinted in the other direction at the almighty orb, celestial and stunning off the eastern wing, and they pointed devices at the wistful sun warming and lighting the earth, and tugging it about the universe.


They were a gorgeous cargo, more attractive than the average flight, which made the morning ascent pleasant. Peaceful, syrupy, with the passengers content to know they would have their breakfast once the plane reached 30,000 feet. They would sip coffee and watch television monitors attached to the seats in front of them, and bask in the understanding that they were part of a connected and well-informed citizenry, everything as it should be, healthy plumes erupting from the plane’s gills.


Then a startling explosion. It stuttered the plane; several passengers gasped and the man in Seat 26F hid his cell phone beneath his leg—as if his attempt at sending a sunrise photograph back to earthlings had somehow interfered with the mechanics. The captain overhead, “Ladies and gent—”, but that was all he got out before a second explosion choked the other engine.


Silence; 160,000 pounds of metal and fuel floating on a cool breeze; everyone waiting for the conclusive boom. In the cockpit a mad dash of knobs as some knucklehead at LaGuardia inquired what sort of mess they found themselves in that Monday morning.


“Twenty-nine-twenty-one this is control trouble reading.”


“Bird strike bird brain,” the captain said. “Lost thrust in both engines. Turning back home, hoss.”


“Copy that.” A long pause, copilots shuffling through the engine restart manual. “Twenty-nine-twenty-one take runway one-six. That’s one-six.”


“One-six. Copy.” And then, “Can’t do it. We’ll be in . . .”


“Say again.”


“We’ll be in the Hudson.” He picked up the cabin radio. “This is Captain Hank Swagger.” It had been only seventeen seconds since his last dispatch, but to the flock behind him the silence seemed eternal. “Brace for impact, folks.”


They did their best bracing, which mostly involved squealing, fervent prayer, eyes hidden so they would not catch the gory parts. They spoke to God, to their fellow passengers, remnants of internal dialogue that were shouted tenderly:


Woman, Seat 17C: “HailMaryfullofgracetheLordiswiththeeblessed . . .”


Elderly man, Seat 19D: “Terrorists! What’d I tell you? Terrorists!”


“Just my luck,” came a man with a FRANK RIP tattoo on his forearm, Seat 50B, forehead against Seat 49B: “Just my fucking luck.”


Second Officer, cockpit: “I’m feeling odd.”


Flight attendant: “Just like we practiced, just like we practiced.”


Man, Seat 22E: “I see smoke! Everyone, smoke!”


Teenager, Seat 23A: “Of course there’s smoke. We’re crashing, dipshit.”


Undercover sky marshal, Seat 9A, a giant man filling in a Sudoku puzzle.


“Screw it,” said a woman with a burlap sack covering her left arm past the elbow, Seat 3B. “Might as well bury me with it.”


And then an epic plummet as the plane’s innards responded to the massive nothingness emanating from the engines. Captain Swagger banked the metal lug a hard left until it hung 7,000 feet over the Bronx, a patchwork of green and mostly brown twisting there in the basement for anyone with the mettle to glance. The trick was not in the landing. With gravity’s counsel, planes always landed, just not in ideal locations. No, the trick was to steer an un-powered Airbus into the water without striking bridges or toppling buildings.


“What do we got?” Swagger asked the copilots. Over the bridge, the water coming to meet them, the copilots remained intrigued with the restart manual, not quite set on the captain’s decision to baptize them in the Hudson and hoping for miraculous elevation. They shrugged collectively. “Come on, fellas, just say anything.”


First Officer David Miles turned to Second Officer Peter Wrinkles; Wrinkles seized violently, slumping sideways in his seat.


“Uh, Captain?”


“Quickly Miles!”


“Wrinkles, sir. I think he’s dead.”


Captain Swagger glanced sideways. “Wrinkles, knock that off!”


First Officer Miles shoved into the unconscious man’s shoulder. “He’s not waking up, sir.”


“Stay with me, Wrinkles!” Swagger glared into the control panel. “All right, you sonofabitch, one more time.”


The aircraft cleared the George Washington Bridge at 4,400 feet and Swagger steered it toward the center of the river, narrower and rougher than he had anticipated. The white folds suggested one- to two-foot swells; he had been counting on a slick, black mirror, and was impatient with the wind for being such a bastard on a Monday morning. There was little congestion in the way of ferries and tugboats, no cruise ships, floating cities that would have provided a wily game of chicken. He guided the avalanche gently. The center was where he wanted to be and he opened up a smooth path as he dropped elevation, the metropolis gliding past his left. There were no boats in his eye line as he settled on a patch a quarter-mile ahead. The sun had crested the city skyline, and the bright shaft of light across the dark water shone like a satin carpet. Second Officer Wrinkles groaned.


“Attaboy!” the captain encouraged.


It occurred to the passengers just before they ditched—a simultaneous occurrence, one they failed to discuss aloud, the colossal trepidation of all congealing into a single, phantom thought—and it went something like this: That in all those buildings tearing past, in all those square windows and lofty verandas where the smokers of the world had been segregated, how many dozens of hundreds of people at that very instant were pulling out cameras and cell phones and e-mailing and texting and tweeting and abusing other communication technologies that may have been invented in the three minutes since Flight AW2921 departed LaGuardia—and were homing in on the steel thunder just outside their dwelling? How many would enjoy their morning cup while gathered around the office television, watching police boats pull fuselage and severed limbs from the tainted drink, whispering awful, just awful to one another, unable to look away from the morning intrigue? They would be the evening news, the YouTube sensation of the week, and somewhere on dry land someone would get the clever idea of building a memorial and stocking it with fresh flowers on the anniversary two, three, twelve years in a row before that got tiresome and the city parks department would argue with the city highway department as to whose responsibility it was to weed-whack around it. How sad that their last thoughts, as they drifted adjacent to the morning sunrise, were not of family, love, better days spent, but of infamy, a complex and surreal infamy?


Three hundred feet and Captain Swagger lifted his chin now, cracking the bones in his hot neck. When the plane hit water it bounced for an instant before transforming into a pillowy plow, displacing thousands of gallons that resulted in a dwarfed and nearly touchable rainbow just outside the cabin windshield. There were shrieks from the rear followed by a marvelous whoooaaaahhhhh as the plane caught mysterious elevation then more water then more air then sploosh! It sank instantly, emerged, sank some more, an indecisive buoyancy. A moment later it popped like a fishing bobber to a roaring applause. Then Flight AW2921 floated to the surface, reflecting a gleaming city off its wet bow.


And so erupts our story, passengers, a piece of Americana— a bona fide miracle, a state-of-the-art, one-of-a-kind halle-fucking- lujah. As the plane sinks and the helicopters scurry; as the rescue boats embark and those with the wherewithal grope for the exits—we pause momentarily and call your attention to the puffy white contrails, forgotten and distant across the morning descent, where the jet exhaust and humidity combine into violent bursts blossoming in the morning blue. From the ground we have always admired those tortured tails as another anxious tribe sets sail on a new adventure. We like to believe they are the exhaust of the passengers’ dreams and heroes and hopes and miracles and faiths and secrets, all distilled through gravity’s filter, pushed back where they belong toward this Earth of ours, happily littering our heavens. We could stare at those fresh crests of fuel excrement all day, wondering reverently on their meaning. But some lady in 19 busted her ankle. And Second Officer Wrinkles’s heart is attacking him on the cockpit floor. And Captain Swagger must rescue 162 people in the next seventeen minutes to clinch this miracle.


Cue Monday morning.




 


 


 


MONDAY




 


GOOD DAY SUNSHINE


 


SEAT: Cockpit


PASSENGER: Captain Henry Theodore Swagger


REASON FOR FLIGHT: Pilot


LAST THOUGHTS BEFORE IMPACT: I think we killed Wrinkles.


An elderly woman with a busted ankle lay abandoned in the aisle between Rows 19 and 20, philosophically puffing away on a cigarette, leering at the commotion. She complained she would not be able to swim ashore, which made the other passengers shake their sweaty heads. It was rude, frankly, to split hairs over trivial grievances so soon after the gods had delivered them from their hellish plummet. Not to mention the cigarette, the secondhand smoke, and in the middle of a catastrophe no less. This was a nonsmoking flight, a nonsmoking world really, how could she be so brazen as to request assistance? Many pretended not to hear, stumbling over her to keep up with the orderly assembly exiting the plane. Someone toward the front kept calling for efficiency; to stop and assist a complaining passenger would upset the evacuation’s feng shui.


A rumor spread that they were collecting cellular devices at the front, which caused a panicked reshuffling of priorities, survival or cell phone? Who was this they collecting them? What was the reason? It did not make any damned sense, especially at such a time. The windows perspired and water leaked in through the exits until it reached ankles and made escape all the more pressing. Flight attendants moved in synchronicity, as though they had just touched down in their actual destination of Los Angeles and at any moment passengers would start thanking them for the lovely in-flight service.


Many passengers were bruised and several seemed not yet to understand that they were survivors. Instead it seemed death had transported them into a similar dimension where they still existed but would be expected to find dry shoes and new jobs and fresh identities and apparently new cellular devices, an inconvenient rebirth of sorts.


“Calm and steady,” the captain called out over the mess as he exited the cockpit. No one was calm or steady, everyone breathing heavy and hugging strangers and searching the ground for wet luggage. “That’s right, folks. Everyone calm and steady so I can count heads.”


“Captain!” cried the woman with the bruised ankle. The two strangers hoisting her had become do-gooders when the momentum of the line stalled just as they reached her, the still-lit cigarette aglow. They were disgusted with their predicament since everyone else had an evolutionary advantage of reaching safety without a broken old woman to cart around. The woman with the burlap sack covering her left arm was helping the complainer with her jacket. She seemed to be frisking the needy smoker with her good hand, ensuring she was not lying about the damaged ankle. “My ankle, Captain, I need help.”


“You’re okay, ma’am. These men will get you to the wing.”


“But my leg,” she complained.


“You’re alive,” the woman with the sack reminded her.


“That’s right,” the captain said. “We’re all alive. So far.”


“A puppy, Captain.” She took a drag, blew it into the chin of one of her rescuers. “I snuck little Jeters on board. I knew I shouldn’t have, but it was a gift for my granddaughter.”


“It’s okay,” the captain said. “I’ll get the pup.”


“What about me? How will I swim with my leg?”


“We could leave you,” one of the men suggested. “Send a boat when we get to shore.”


“Onward gentlemen,” the captain said sternly. Then he rubbed a hand through the woman’s silver hair as though practicing how he planned to greet the contraband puppy. A moment later he retreated into the cockpit, whispering to the undercover sky marshal, and popping a young woman on the bottom before slamming the door.


The young woman he popped was not dressed as an airline employee. She was stationed at the exit collecting cell phones. If passengers wanted out, they had to place their phones into a black bag. The undercover sky marshal, a gargantuan man, enforced the edict, issuing glares to anyone who seemed on the verge of disobeying.


“I’m sorry,” the girl said every time someone dropped a phone into her bag. In her early thirties with rectangular glasses too big for her Mediterranean face, she was anxious from the circumstances. “Federal regulations. During a crash landing, we have to confiscate all recording devices. We’ll return them this afternoon.” When the female passenger with the burlap sack around her arm reached the front, the woman collecting phones straightened. “Federal regulations,” she repeated.


The passenger was an exact replica of the actress Sandra Bullock, only with long, black hair, and taller, and her brow was crunched into a frown. Her left arm was tied up in the brown sack with rope that fastened around the far side of her neck. She studied the cockpit where the captain had disappeared, and the remaining passengers, and even the passengers already on the wing. There was tortured laughter from inside the cockpit; the woman leaned to hear.


“Ma’am, your phone.”


“I saw legs,” she said. “Was someone hurt in the cockpit?”


“You’re upset. Nothing to concern you.”


“Why are they laughing if someone was hurt?”


“Just nervous laughter,” the sky marshal interrupted.


“Would you mind if I looked inside?”


“What do you want inside the cockpit, ma’am?”


“Can’t put my finger on it.” She motioned at the closed door.


“We’ve crashed is all. You’re confused.”


“Your phone, ma’am.”


She dropped a phone into the bag; both the woman and the sky marshal watched the sack. She lifted it to explain. “I suppose you want to check inside.”


“Well . . .”


She leaned so other passengers could not hear. “You might recognize me. Inside this bag is a ventriloquist’s dummy. Inside the dummy is my left arm. It’s a long and aggravating story, but it ends with me not being able to remove the dummy on account of disciplinary reasons. I assume you know who I am.” They nodded. “I wear the sack because—well, people tend to stare.”


“Of course.” The sky marshal bowed. “My concern—”


She beat him to it. “The dummy doesn’t own a phone.” And then for good measure: “I’m not really crazy, just so you know.”


The marshal bowed again, and the woman with the phones nodded, and just then the cockpit door opened. They could all see the body of Second Officer Wrinkles lying on the floor, First Officer Miles seated on top pressing into his chest; the sky marshal stepped inside calmly as though this happened on every flight and took over the resuscitation duties. The captain emerged, issuing the girl with the phones a second and louder pop on the bottom and this time winking at the Sandra Bullock look-alike, suddenly recognizing why the line had stalled.


“It’s okay, doll,” he told the girl holding the phones.


“Yes, Captain. But I’ve been asked to collect—”


He leaned in. “She’s got a muppet in that sack.” Then to “Sandra Bullock,” “Am I right, hon?”


“It doesn’t own a phone.”


“Cuter’n shit,” he said, turning aside and heading for the aisle to call for more calm and steady. “See you soon,” he said over his shoulder.


The puppet lady took one last peek toward the cockpit. “The people on the wing. Those pilots there in the cockpit. They’re all so . . . beautiful.”


“You’re just nervous from the crash,” the woman assured her.


A moment later the cockpit door opened again. The sky marshal and First Officer Miles, along with several flight attendants, hustled the unconscious copilot onto the wing. The Sandra Bullock look-alike followed, as did the rest of the passengers, the entire plane cleared in nine minutes. The captain walked the aisle, kicking into water and unfastening bathrooms and closets, careful to check no one was left behind. He found the puppy in the woman’s handbag, a breed he did not recognize. He hoisted it beneath its front paws and held it like a tiny, furry baby. It looked just like its name implied—Jeters—a jittery brown rascal with a black patch over its nose and eyes. It sniffed the captain and slobbered him with a delightful pink tongue.


“Hey there little man.” He emptied the contents of the woman’s bag onto the seat, then placed the puppy inside. “Get you some room to stretch.” Tossing the bag over his shoulder, he rifled through the miscellany. He chose a pack of cigarettes, a lighter, and a set of earrings, then continued toward the rear of the vessel.


Captain Henry Swagger, Hank Swagger when he signed his name with a great looping emphasis on the H in Hank and the R in Swagger. At six-three, he was ruggedly handsome with beefy shoulders and a face that frowned in the eyes while gloating in the chin. He was a bit bruised, little cuts and red patches. He was exactly what people hoped to see climb out of a cockpit in the middle of a river after both engines had gone kaput over a major metropolis.


At the rear he pulled out the old lady’s cigarettes and sparked one in the foot of water gathered there. He was not a smoker and had a moment with the mechanics. It just felt like one of those times someone might take up the habit. He turned to find a man seated in the last row, Row 50, the bitch bench as the flight attendants called it. The man sat with an ankle bent over a knee, a silver tube tucked in the real estate created by his legs. This was a problem, the captain contemplated; if he had counted correctly, he already calculated the 161 people on his plane. This man made 162, and for an instant he thought he’d have to bring them all back to their seats for another tally.


“Hey there,” the captain said.


“How is it?”


“Cigarette?”


“Those’ll kill you.”


The man had a tattoo on his forearm, FRANK RIP. He was missing the ring finger on his left hand, a fairly new wound on account of the stitches and redness. Both his hands were twitching. Captain Swagger went to the small talk.


“Who’s Frank? That your fella?”


“I ain’t gay.”


“I didn’t mean . . .” He tried a new tactic. “Not sure you noticed. But we fell out of the sky back aways. Now we’re sinking in the middle of a river.”


“Suppose we have you to thank for that.”


“One way of looking at her. Another is I just saved a whole bunch of lives.”


He glanced up for the first time. He had a tiny square of dirty blond hair between his chin and lower lip, a rawness to him that implied life was a constant business transaction; Swagger had him in his late thirties. “Probably saved a lot of assholes, too, you know.”


“Come again?”


“Assholes. Read somewhere forty percent of people in any space, in any place in the world, are confirmed assholes. It’s science. They’ve done research. These are people that no one likes, and who like no one, who basically disregard society and do it harm in all aspects. Get what I’m saying?”


“Not at all.”


“Means on account of your rescue, a good sixty or so assholes will walk away from this fucking miracle. Then they’ll continue to perform asshole-dom on the rest of us cheery pricks.”


“How do you know you’re not one of the assholes?”


“Damn fine observation.”


They could hear rushing water that by now was nearly two feet deep, and the captain’s exhaled smoke seemed a fine mist over a valley creek. The skirmish at the front of the plane over, a subtle darkness crept into the cabin. It was madness out on the wing, strangers hugging and hollering, making plans for the rest of their newly invigorated lives, the flight attendants barking orders, the youngish woman explaining how and when the cell phones would be returned, Miles and the sky marshal still working on Wrinkles. The inner sanctum was comforting, foggy, soothing but for the rising water that gave the panorama a delicate lifeness, the reality that they were still of flesh and hemoglobin, and not spiritual lava just yet. Captain Swagger decided then, for no reason other than it seemed like the fun thing, that he would keep little Jeters and raise the puppy as his own. And he would purchase a pipe. And a rocking chair. There was something Americanly virtuous about the image, him with the lapdog rocking away in front of a scalding fireplace, perhaps some Bing Crosby in the background.


“What do you say we talk this over on shore with the other assholes?”


The man gripped the tube. “You got everyone on the wing?”


“Ones don’t feel like drowning anyhow.”


“Suppose there’re boats and helicopters out there full of TV cameras?”


The captain leaned to check an oval window. “Be along shortly, sure.”


“Better wait here.”


“Wait for what?”


“Nightness. Aloneness.”


“Suit yourself. But you’ll miss a hell of a party.” He stuck his empty hand into the bag and rubbed Jeters’s soft fur. “Besides, this plane will be at the bottom of the river in ten minutes.”


“You know that for sure?”


The captain nodded.


“Just my luck.” He rested his head on the seat in front. “I go out on that wing in daylight with those cameras, I’m cooked. I sit here ten more minutes, I’m cooked. I don’t see why you couldn’t crash into a mountain like other pilots.”


Just then the undercover sky marshal climbed into the cabin. “Captain, it’s time.”


The man in Seat 50B ducked. “Keep him away. I need a minute.”


“Come on, now, fella. I can’t let you stay.”


“Just be a minute. I promise.”


Swagger shrugged; he liked the stranger with the tattoo more than he liked the sky marshal. He dipped his cigarette into the water then waded to the front with his new handbag. A moment later the strange man followed.


“What was that?” the sky marshal asked the man. “Back there.”


“What was what?”


“In the overhead. You hid something. Don’t say you didn’t.”


“What’s the difference?” the captain asked. “Plane’s sinking. Let’s go find us a bar.”


“I need his phone,” the undercover marshal said. He was bashful for such a large man, talking with his chin pointed into the water. “Federal regulations.”


“Just give him your phone.”


 The man took a phone from his pocket and tossed it behind himself into the water. He glared at the sky marshal, who seemed miffed but accepting at what the man had done. The plane had shifted noticeably in the passing moment and so all three stepped out onto the wing, squinting as the callous sun reflected off the makeshift silver yacht. There, along with the girl with the phones, they froze in a pose, all of them, the passengers and flight attendants and the captain, looking into New York City, as if they were immigrants of a frail and impoverished land and this their first visual of a fresh home.


The city seemed distant from the river’s core, the sirens invisible and small as they Dopplered off the brown and dirty buildings. Ferryboats of morning commuters surrounded the vessel. They gawked and snapped pictures and helped the plane’s occupants aboard, hugging the stunned passengers who craved only dry land. The helicopters stayed at a distance as to not churn ever-larger waves. The injured woman had been ditched there on the wing, where she lay wailing for a fresh smoke. The sky marshal took Swagger by his arm and worked him onto an empty ferry, where he joined other members of the plane’s crew.


“Captain!” the injured woman hollered. “What about my puppy?”


“Get some ice on that ankle, old gal,” Swagger called from the bow as the ferry cast off for shore. “Afraid your puppy drowned.”




 


TAKE A SAD SONG AND MAKE IT BETTER


 


SEAT: 50B


PASSENGER: Normal Fulk


REASON FOR FLIGHT: Disappearing.


LAST THOUGHTS BEFORE IMPACT: I’m the unluckiest bastard on the planet.


His forearm itched. That was the bitch of it. Not that he was alive with the ability to itch, but that his troubles coalesced into something larger as he looked over the slight blackened waves, his arm a fleshy magic lamp of misfortune. Normal Fulk stood on the wing of Flight AW2921 rubbing the tender reds and blues of his tattoo. FRANK RIP. Frank was his dead brother. Whenever his arm itched, it was a message from his older sibling reminding him he had erred. And this was no minor error. This was a major blunder, the colossal difference between luck and no luck, proof the gods conspired against him.


“Unbelievable,” he confirmed. Over the wind, over the chattering survivors suddenly feeling good about their chances, over the leaning helicopters he was certain had television cameras pinned on him. “Just unbe-fucking-lievable.”


“That we survived? Or that we crashed at all?”


A woman squatted next to him, her arm buried inside a sack. She peered into the disappearing cabin through a window. Medical boats had arrived and technicians were carting off the old woman who continued to complain about swimming conditions, that someone had stolen her cell phone.


“I don’t know,” he said. “Guess all of it.”


“Do you find it strange?”


“Do I find what strange?”


“Can’t put my finger on it. Just how . . . orderly of a catastrophe this is.”


Come to think of it, Normal should have been pleased how quickly the rescue ferries had arrived. “Suppose they train for things like this.”


“Then the pilot on the cockpit floor. And how attractive everyone is.”


She was right. Normal had been one of the last to board. He’d noticed that a number of passengers, both men and women, were a bit too tidy for an early morning flight. He was certain he had passed a man wearing makeup.


She motioned with her good arm toward passengers climbing onto a ferry. “That’s just me. I survive a plane crash, and instead of celebrating I check the logistics. Paranoid, I guess.”


Yeah, paranoid, Normal nodded. He wore sunglasses. The quicker he boarded one of those ferries, the better his chances of staying off camera. Helicopters circled overhead and he ducked dumbly beneath a hand. The initial three ferryboats had embarked for shore and others circled the plane slowly. There were about forty people left on the wing; the next ferry would be his. He had stashed the vial in the rear cabin so the sky marshal would not confiscate it, which seemed foolish now that he was standing on the wing of a sinking ship.


“What do you suppose?” Normal was confused as to why the plane would even sink. Boats stayed afloat, why not an aircraft? “This plane really going to sink?”


“It’s going to sink all right.”


“They just let it submerge and leave it?”


She bunched her nose. “Not even fifty feet deep. They’ll fish it out later.”


“Then what’ll they do?”


“Drag it to shore, have a look at the engines to see what went wrong.”


“Drag it where—Manhattan or Jersey?”


“I’d like to know that myself.”


Normal took a moment to look her over now that she was not leering into the plane. “Say, you look familiar.”


“I get that all the time. People say I look like Sandra Bullock.”


“You look nothing like Sandra Bullock.” He snapped his fingers when it occurred to him. He tried to discern whether he was astonished or angry. He settled on discouraged. “You’re the Twitter woman. You do the thing where you stalk celebrity Twitter pages.”


“Stalking is a bit harsh,” she said. “What the hell—I’m sweating my ass off in this thing.”


She untied the string from the far side of her neck. When she righted her arm, the dummy was a near replica of the woman. It had tiny arms that hung to its sides as though the taller of the two did not know how to properly work them. But the rhythm of the puppet was intact, a natural sway and reflex that the woman did not have to think through. Normal grunted, as if this were the most disturbing event of his still fresh Monday.


“What are you doing?”


“I figured you were going to ask to see it.”


“Why would I ask to see it?”


“Most people want to see it.”


“You just whip it out like that? In public?”


“It’s a puppet. Not a tit.”


Her name was Lucy Springer. He was so caught up in the crash, and the hidden vial, he had not realized. The nature of his business required that he follow the lives of celebrities, and he had followed his share of her and the puppet. What was its name, the nasty doll? He was iffy on her details. A year ago she had been the news anchor for ANN. A shooting, an arrest, the divorce. He was certain he remembered hearing she had been ordered to wear the puppet, but now that he could see it—right out in the open and not filtered through a computer screen—the idea was surreal.


“Okay, okay.” She held the sack with her good hand and shoved the puppet headfirst into its burlap casket. “What are you getting so worked up for?”


“I don’t care for that thing is all. And I don’t much care for you.”


“You don’t even know me.”


“I’ve watched you on TV. I know you plenty.”


Other passengers, with nothing to do but wait and see if the ferries arrived before they drowned, took a passing interest in the tantrum. That could have been the end of it. But Normal Fulk was on a mission of sorts, or so he thought. He was extricating himself (in what many of you passengers will view as an irritatingly righteous maneuver) from the Americana culture he no longer condoned. People wearing puppets were just the type of thing that set him off.


“You want to know what bothers me most about you?”


“Not really.” She turned her back to watch the river.


“It’s the chum, the rot, that you’re part of this cannibalistic culture that . . .” He tried again. “That you get by with a shitty gimmick when so many others get by through hard work.”


“It really bothers you?” She should have ignored him. But they were standing on an airplane wing with little else to keep them busy, and now her ire was up. “Tell me—what do you do for a living that makes you such a commendable human being?”


“Never mind what I do.”


Lucy got in his face. “I’d like to hear. You must be something special.”


Eye to eye, the puppet hanging in its sarcophagus. Truth was, Normal Fulk and Lucy Springer shared a similar occupational interest—they relied on celebrities to eat.


“I’m in sales.”


“What kind of sales?”


“Just sales. And retired besides.”


“Oh, no. I have a sixth sense for bullshit. I want to know what you do.”


“Well you can’t know.”


“You sell shoes, don’t you?”


He turned away.


“Kitchen appliances. Snow tires. No, I got it.” She danced around him on the wing until they faced each other. “Know what you look like? One of those gigolos who sells timeshares in Florida.”


“Never been to Florida.”


“Tell me. Or the puppet comes back out.” She nodded to the others. “Ava loves a crowd.”


Ava Tardner, that was the doll’s name, the famous slab of fiberglass. Passengers still waiting on the wing listened, pretending not to watch. The only thing they wanted more than those ferries to arrive and save them from a messy bath was to see a puppet dress down a stranger for their viewing pleasure. Normal knew she was serious. He had seen the mouthy doll on television.


He told it softly. “I’m in semen trafficking.”


“Beg pardon?”


“Rather I was. As I say, I’m retired.”


Lucy was dubious, attentive. “What kind of semen?”


“Dog. Horse. My most lucrative business came from celebrity semen, which was why I watched your show.” He eyed the silver floor. “Find out who’d been arrested, who was involved in scandals—stuff like that boosts the price.”


She put the sack behind her back. “That’s true? You really sell semen?”


He was confessing to a stranger and could not stop. “Actors, sports figures, politicians.”


“And sell it to whom?”


“Most of my clients are collectors. Or were. Same way people collect autographs, they collect DNA.” Normal itched his arm.


First a plane crash and now this, Lucy was raw with curiosity. “So what do they do with it?”


“Some put it in tiny vials and wear it as necklaces. Some use it for insemination. Some keep it in refrigerated mantels they show off at cocktail parties. Sick bastards out there.”


She leaned close. “Is it illegal?”


“Unregulated industry.” Normal ducked, certain the helicopters were miked. “You’d be surprised how much money is out there. Fertility industry alone is worth $4 billion.”


She held out her good hand. “Lucy Springer. Typically I’m the oddest person in the room.”


He did not hate her so much with the puppet hidden. “Normal Fulk.” They shook. His arm began itching when he realized the blunder. Normal Fulk was dead; he had been George Bailey for nearly three weeks.


“In all my years of flying, I’ve begged to be seated near a character like you. And when you finally arrive the plane crashes.”


She waved good-bye with the sacked arm. Then she and the puppet joined a line of passengers stepping cautiously onto the arrived ferry. Normal grimaced as he waited to board. He had faked his own death three weeks prior and was headed for a new life, anywhere other than New York City. The worst of it was he could have chosen any of the thousands of flights leaving LaGuardia. But the one he boarded ended up in a river.


As the ferry steamed for shore, Normal watched the plane drift into the dark water. Inside was his future. And it was all tied up in John Lennon’s frozen semen, the rarest specimen in existence, which was stowed in a vial in a plane that would be at the bottom of the Hudson by the time he next stood on dry land.




 


LUCY IN THE SKY


 


SEAT: 3B


PASSENGER: Lucy Springer


REASON FOR FLIGHT: Vacation


LAST THOUGHTS BEFORE IMPACT: Why haven’t the oxygen masks fallen?


A flight attendant on the ferry explained that Air Wanderlust would provide transportation to the Whalensky Plaza Hotel and Resort, where passengers were being put up free of charge until alternate travel arrangements could be made. Their phones would be inspected and returned to their rooms that afternoon. In the meantime, they were free to use the hotel phones, all calls courtesy of Air Wanderlust.


As soon as she hit shore Lucy retrieved the phone stashed in the puppet’s innards and ducked behind the nearest tree. She had stolen it from the old woman with the broken ankle, the others too concerned with basic survival to notice a pickpocket. She was the only journalist on the plane; while every news agency in the city scrambled for details, she was the sole professional eyewitness.


The first call was to her office at the American News Network. Like every media agency in the city, ANN would be teetering on insanity, reporters and photographers and producers trying to discover if New York was under another terrorist attack, how many had perished, if there were any heartwarming sub-stories—in the era of twenty-four-hour news coverage, the sub-stories were essential to give a tale longevity. She was patched through to her assistant, Dean Migliotto, an introverted and lonely media engineer who blamed Lucy for his introversion and loneliness. Dean rarely left the ANN building, and only when she ordered him to, living out of the chat rooms and social networking sites like a digital hobo.


“Migsy, go ahead.”


“Dean, it’s Lucy.”


“Twit?”


“What did I tell you about that name?”


She had graduated from New York University with a journalism degree; gone on to Columbia University for her master’s; reported from war zones in Afghanistan and Iraq; won three Peabody Awards; spent the five years before “The Incident” as the head anchor of ANN. “The Incident,” as she referred to it, had provided months of front-page fodder—a marriage gone awry, the Internet video, her shooting up the fish tanks, the lawyers, the divorce mediator, the puppet connected to her wrist by an electronic bracelet monitor, more sub-story than she cared to divulge. “The Incident” had derailed her career, moving her from the anchor chair to the Celebrity Twitter Beat. Along with the puppet Ava Tardner, the duo monitored celebrities’ Twitter pages and then recorded three-minute slots comprising the day’s best tweets, Ava tossing in the occasional zinger. Lucy’s coworkers had issued her the inevitable nickname, Twitter, which due to the ever-increasing need for brevity was often shortened to Twit or Tweet, or when she most deserved it, Twat.


“Dean, the plane that crashed.”


“What’s up with your Facebook page? Says you and Ava are on vacation.”


“I told you. I won a vacation. We discussed this.”


“Nobody wins those for real.”


“The plane in the river!”


“The producers know all about it. Check your phone. They’ve sent headlines and updates and second updates.”


“They confiscated my phone.”


“The resort confiscated your phone? This is why I hate going outside.”


“Dean, stop talking!” ANN could not have her anchor the news with a puppet on her arm. They could not fire her either. Just like they could not fire alcoholics, or paraplegics, Lucy’s job was safe so long as she continued with therapy. The strategy had been to give her the Twitter beat in hopes she might quit. But Lucy Springer was no quitter. And the puppet turned out to be a draw to the online crowd that craved its information in the newest and most entertaining form. “I’m trying to tell you that I was on that plane.”


“Holy shit!”


“Pier 66 with forty other passengers. At least they’re here now. Send a van. I’ll expect you to be in it.”


When Dean was hired as her assistant, he was fresh and pure and ambitious and homely; three years later, he was dire and tainted and depressing and homely. He was a horridly reclusive and brilliant media engineer who spent his free time playing video games and living online, and pouting about the lack of excitement in his life. Despite his new-age wallflowerism, the little twerp could have a headline in front of 50,000 eyes within minutes, making him crucial to Lucy.


“Of course I’ll be in it.” He did not hang up. “Twit, I’m glad you’re okay, but I have to ask.” She knew it was coming. “Is Ava in one piece?”


Dean preferred Ava over Lucy. “Ava is fine. Would you like me to put her on the line?”


“That won’t be necessary.”


Just then a bus arrived. Two men in suits stepped out and began ushering on the passengers. The men had earpieces and took a head count; Lucy hid the phone quickly and wrote down the license plate. When she did not board, one of the men put a finger to his ear. Then they climbed on the bus and departed.


The news van arrived minutes later. Instead of Dean there was a blond intern, a T-shirt that failed to cover her midriff. Ever since “The Incident,” Lucy had developed a prejudice against all things young and blond. They reminded her of Genny (with a G), the twenty-three-year-old cliché her husband had been sleeping with, and to whom he was now betrothed. The intern, Tonya, her perky breasts bouncing in an ill-fitting brassiere, held a laptop as she ran. She was followed closely by a one-man camera crew, the two ducking as though they had just stepped out of a helicopter into the napalm portion of a war. The girl waved the laptop in circles, Dean’s pale face shouting instructions from the screen.


“Let me see Ava.” The girl pointed the laptop at the puppet on Lucy’s now sackless arm. “Very good, and now Twit. A bit to the left. Excellent. Where are the other passengers?” the laptop inquired of Lucy.


“On a bus.” She should have known her hermit assistant would not leave the newsroom, not even for the story of the year. “Headed for the Whalensky.”


“I told the producers there would be sub-stories.” He sighed through the pixelated cosmos. “What else do we got?”


Tonya tried not to look at the puppet. Most everyone at ANN appreciated that the formerly royal Lucy Springer wore a puppet and worked amongst them; it brought them job satisfaction.


Lucy took the laptop. “Dean, you said you would be here.”


“I am here. I’m also here. As soon as we record your and Ava’s segment, I’ll load it to the site. It would take an additional few minutes if I was there with you, which I am anyway.”


“This is the scoop of the year.” She pointed the laptop toward the river, which by then looked only like a river. “Would it have been too much to come in person?”


“You know I hate leaving the building.”


Lucy peered into the laptop, her newsroom less than a half-mile away. Even through the fuzzy screen she could see the dumb glaze of his eyes, the white skin.


“When was the last time you were outside?”


“The other day.”


“What other day?”


“Wednesday.”


“It’s Monday, Dean. You haven’t left the building in five days?”


“I meant the previous Wednesday.” He pouted. “Besides, there’s nothing going on where you’re at. Only reason I came was because I thought there would be sub-story.”


“You didn’t come.”


“You know what I mean.”


“And what do you mean sub-story? I was on the plane. I’m lead on this.”


“Not what I was told.” Dean sulked when he had bad news. He sulked when he had good news also. “Producers said you should describe the last few seconds. They said it was fine if you tell your version, but people want to hear it from Ava. There’ll be other passengers coming forward with stories. There will probably be only one puppet.”


“I’m keeping the puppet out of the shot this time.”


“They said viewers need to hear Ava’s end of it. Was it terrifying? Any praying? Crying? The main story will play out in a week. Heartwarming sub-stories was the point they kept stressing.”


“I’m lead on this, Dean. I was on the plane.”


“I thought you’d be lead also, but no one listens to me.” He sulked some more. “Plane sunk a few minutes ago. They’re replaying footage of the passengers on the wing while the anchors kill time.”


She pinned a microphone to her shirt. “Who’s lead?”


“Colin and Melody.”


“Fuck me. He’ll say something stupid and we’ll all be dumber for it.”


Colin Campbell was the jewel of ANN, a twenty-five-year-old Tom Cruise beauty; Melody Derrick was his oral sex partner. No television personality devoted to their career had sex anymore; it was all aggressive tickling and groping short of penetration, the real thing too risky from a public relations standpoint.


“Let’s do it,” Lucy said.


“You haven’t seen the press release.”


“The plane went down twenty minutes ago.”


“Hand her the page,” Dean said. The intern handed it without looking. “Number of passengers, what they think caused it. Colin handled the gist. They said your angle is the chaos. And Ava should say something funny. Not distasteful funny. Just enough to give it levity. Maybe she broke wind when the plane hit water. Something like that.”


Lucy pored over the release. It was impossible that an airline had moved so fast, even mentioning a possible cause of the crash—bird strike. And how had they gotten hotel rooms for the survivors in Manhattan so quickly?


 


AIR WANDERLUST FLIGHT 2921


 


NEW YORK, N.Y. April 9, 2012—Air Wanderlust Flight 2921, destination Los Angeles International, departed LaGuardia at 7:53 a.m. Eastern Time with 153 passengers, three pilots and five flight attendants. All on board survived.


The flight was piloted by Captain Henry Theodore Swagger, a veteran of the U.S. Air Force, who has more than thirty years of flight service.


Pending an investigation, the immediately apparent cause of the crash is engine failure due to bird strike. We are cooperating with local emergency rescue efforts. Additional information will be forthcoming.


A press release that quickly, the girl collecting phones, the mysterious bus that whisked them away, even the captain with his wink. And what had he meant, “See you soon?” Ever since “The Incident,” Lucy had been concerned with whether she had just been angry when she killed all those fish, or if she’d actually lost her mind for a spell. In short, was she batshit crazy? What she was about to pursue had batshit written all over it, the type of endeavor wherein you either had to be one hundred percent correct, or they threw you in the loony tank for life.


“The producers want sub-story? How about this—the whole thing was staged.”


“What are you talking about?”


“The plane crash,” she said into the laptop, her left wrist inadvertently bending so that Ava appeared to nod in agreement. “Something doesn’t fit, Dean, I just don’t know what. This all came together too quickly.”


Dean grabbed his laptop and placed a hand over the camera. Lucy and the intern and the cameraman watched the blurred screen, Dean crawling beneath the cavernous solitude of his desk a half-mile away. When his face reappeared, it was even whiter.


“Are you out of your mind?” he whispered.


“Listen to me, Dean.”


“I’m about to have this video streamed around the world, and you’re talking JFK conspiracy? You could lose your job. Both you and Ava. I could lose my job.”
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