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1   SHIPWRECK 
 

 
he whole ship lunged. Shrills of grinding metal 
reverberated through the cabin walls. Panels 
shuddered, objects rattled, anything loose crashed 

to the floor. 
Jake tumbled from his bunk, stunned, listening, as an 

eerie moment of silence followed. Then, with a 
thunderous roar, an explosion ripped through the ship, 
quivering the walls and frame, a wash of panic flooding 
over him. 

He slipped on shorts and a t-shirt as the screams and 
shouts of numerous passengers filled the hall outside his 
cabin door. He paused to listen. Running footsteps and 
banging doors told of their clamoring through the 
crowded hall like rats on a… well, on a sinking ship. The 
floor slanted, just a little, but enough to send its 
foreboding message. 

The lean young man poked his head warily out the 
cabin door. A passing arm whacked his ear. The narrow 
hall had already become a packed mass of confusion, 
screaming women and bossy men pushing and shoving, 
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some going one way, some the other, all shouting for 
answers. 

With a monstrous groan the ship listed further, sloping 
the floor sideways and backward. How could it be sinking? 
A small cruise ship, just under 400 passengers, but a 
floating cruiser of luxury and delight, a work of modern 
engineering. It couldn’t sink… could it? 

Something banged hard against his door. The panic in 
the jammed hall rose to a crescendo of shrills and cries 
for mercy. These were economy cabins, the furthest from 
the top. The screams increased as the pack pushed for 
the stairs. Jake took a few deep breaths, grabbed his 
passport and wallet, then charged out into the hall. 

An inch of water sloshed beneath the shuffling bare 
feet. The yelling and screaming filled the hall like a fog, 
clouding all function of rational thought. For a moment 
Jake just stood, banged and bumped, as middle-aged, 
overweight tourists fought each other for the stairs. The 
ship groaned again, leaning even more. This time the 
mass stumbled backwards, arms flailing as bodies hit the 
floor. 

A young blonde, probably a college girl, went down in 
the rising water, her arms and legs pinned by frantic feet, 
feet driven by thoughts void of anything but survival. 
Jake pushed his way through and pulled her up. 

“You okay?” 
“What’s happening?” she shrieked, eyes roving wildly. 

Dressed only in a pink t-shirt and panties, like most, she 
had jumped from her bed out into the hall. 

“Not sure,” Jake said, “but we’ve got to get out. 
Follow me.” 

He tried to push his way through, pulling the girl 
behind, but the ship kept listing. When they finally 
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reached the steps, a steady flow of water cascaded over 
the feet that did not move. The stairway had become a 
tangled mass of piled bodies pulling at each other, 
clamoring and clinging, slipping on the skin of those that 
lined the steps, skin fresh from cozy beds and bunks, now 
cast onto a sea-soaked floor of death. 

Fear struck hard, as death loomed, its dark shadow 
passing through the crowded hall, its rapacious eye on 
those struggling to climb the flooded steps. The floor 
moved again, sloping the hallway further back, sending 
screams to a mind-numbing siren of tortured souls on the 
brink of death. 

“Back to my cabin!” Jake shouted, pushing the girl 
back away from the stairs. But now the surge had become 
a solid wall, multiple parts merged into one, a blockade 
of entrapment. 

Jake smashed through a door, forcing his way into an 
empty cabin. He peered out the porthole, seeing only the 
blackness of the South Pacific sea. He eyed the girl 
standing beside him, her young frame trembling. A 
bleach blonde with nice eyes and lovely features—he 
wished they’d met before all this. 

A scrapping sound came from far down the ship’s 
stern, growing louder every second—a horrid shrill of 
metal tearing metal, great objects of force and mass 
warring till the weaker surrenders, till the inferior yields. 

It came from outside, working its way along the ship’s 
hull. Jake pulled the girl back away from the porthole just 
as metal tore through the cabin wall shredding the side of 
the ship with deafening screeches. The two stumbled 
backward, covering their heads. 

When Jake opened his eyes, waves splashed below, 
droplets blowing inside the once warm, quiet cabin. The 



THE FIRE BETWEEN US 

4 

girl shrieked as the ship tilted toward the waves. The 
structure had buckled, opening the belly of the vessel. 
Jake knew it would all be over in minutes. 

“We have to jump!” he said, peering through the gap. 
“Swim away before it turns.” He pulled at the girl to 
follow. She stood stiff, eyes wild. He called for her to 
follow, shouting with urgency. Nothing could break the 
stare of dread, the blank look of death seizing her face. 

The tear in the ship was just enough to crawl through, 
but the metal and wall panels had ripped like rows of 
teeth awaiting their victims. He flung a blanket over the 
metal and pulled at the girl. She backed away like a 
stubborn donkey, eyes wide with fear. 

“You’ll drown if you stay!” he called. “We have to 
swim!” She jerked her hand away, clinging to the door, 
shaking her head and muttering. The ship jolted, 
moaning like death overtaking a weary body. The groan 
seemed to echo through the screaming halls. 

Jake pulled, she fought, polished nails clawing and 
ripping. He looked for another blanket, thinking to roll 
her tight and toss her out, but then she was gone, 
squeezing back into the hallway of death. The ship lunged 
to port side, sending Jake toppling toward the metal jaws, 
their ragged teeth gleaming. He shook his head, cursing 
as he carefully squeezed through the gap in the ship’s 
wall. 

“She’ll never make it,” he said, then dropped twenty 
feet into the black waters below. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

2   THE WINE CASK 
 
 

e swam a frenzied stroke, kicking hard, 
convinced the ship would list completely, 
rolling over and pulling him down. He thrashed 

through the slow rolling waves as screams washed over 
the black waters, waters that reflected the lights of a 
hundred cabins, the glory and splendor of the luxury 
vessel whose innards now fanned out as the torn belly 
spewed the contents of a thousand objects, items of 
safety and comfort, of pleasure and leisure, all floating 
and bobbing on the waves that rolled casually on, 
unconcerned for the plight of those once aboard.  

Jake rammed into something large, giving a hollow 
thud of heavy plastic bumping human head. A very large, 
yellow barrel rose with the swell. He looked back, 
surprised at how far he’d swum. The ship leaned so far 
now, three-fourths of the stern lay submerged, its lights 
flickering beneath the waves. Bodies hit the water from 
multiple angles, emitting terrified screams as dots 
dropped with minute splashes. 

He tried to grasp the barrel, to find a handhold, a rope 

H 
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or clasp. Completely round with a belly wider than the 
ends, it rocked and spun as he worked his way around. 
The top or end of the cask had a large cap set off to one 
side, at least two feet wide with indents for spinning it on 
and off. 

“What the hell is this?” He fought to hold the cap, 
digging his fingers into the underside. The oversized 
barrel had to be empty for it sat high above the surge, 
bobbing easily as he hung, panting to catch his breath.  

The large cap turned, spinning just a bit, enough to 
plant a thought. 

The ship, that now lay ever closer to its watery grave, 
had left Funafuti, Tuvalu, three days ago on its way to 
Vanuatu. He knew they were midway, with any kind of 
rescue at least a day or two away. With all these people, 
they could be in the water a long time, and these waters 
had sharks, the likes of which, when coming upon such a 
feast as this, somehow spread the news with rapid 
effectiveness.  

Jake had read of ships going down during wars, ships 
that lost hundreds to the sharks before rescue arrived. A 
frightening chill shook him as he looked back toward the 
small cruise ship. He looked for lifeboats, seeing only 
jumpers, plunging as flames poured from the sinking 
vessel.  

He shivered as he worked the cover, turning with both 
arms, pulling himself up out of the waves as he turned. 
Finally it spun free, opening a portal into a huge empty 
barrel, a sweet fragrance of fruity wine billowing from the 
cask.  

He felt the inside of the lid, finding small indents, 
enough to grip and hold. 

If I could climb in… screw this lid back on… but not too 
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tight…  
“Feet first,” he told himself. He struggled for some 

time trying to enter without letting water rush in. Screams 
and cries continued to roll over the waves, growing 
fainter and fewer as he tread, clinging to the open portal. 
Flotsam fanned out beneath the dimming lights of the 
ship, rising like a blanket of trash upon the dark sea. A 
plastic mug floated by, white with red lettering. 

Jake stretched, reluctant to release the giant barrel. “I 
need that mug, dang it.” He pushed away from the barrel 
and swam, the lid in one hand, grabbing for the cup with 
the other. Just as he turned to swim back to the wine cask, 
he heard a cry drift over the darkness, a soft cry for help, 
the cry of a young woman. 

Using the cover he pushed upward to look out over 
the waves. Nothing. He paused to listen. Only the cries 
from the ship spread out over his dark piece of ocean. 

With cup in one hand, the large lid in the other, he 
swam hard back to the bobbing barrel, spurred by the 
dreadful thought of losing it, of losing his only hope. Just 
as he tossed the plastic mug inside, the soft cry came once 
more. 

He spun to face the sound, straining to see with salt-
filled eyes, looking for a head above the waves. Then it 
came again, a muffled cry of desperate help, a beckoning 
of earnest plea. A black silhouette of an outstretched arm 
rose between the sinking ship and his yellow barrel, a life 
jacket floating just out of reach. 

“Can you swim?” he called to the hand, but saw it drop 
with a splash, the gargled reply giving answer. With a 
groan he tugged at the barrel, kicking toward the cry. 
Without any way of knowing distance, he tried to focus 
on the spot, but waves rose and fell, jerking at his 
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precious barrel, pushing him this way and that. 
He brushed a limb, smooth skin against his arm, hair 

wrapping about his wrist. A young woman rose as he 
pulled. He called for her to answer, struggling to lift her 
head.  

Sputtering and gasping, her face broke the surface, hair 
swirling over eyes and mouth. 

“Grab this!” Jake pulled her arm to the cask hole, 
handing her the large lid, her body trembling in his grasp.  

Lightening flashed from a dark band rising over the 
sinking ship as drops came in heavy plunks and plops, 
drumming the large barrel as if searching for a melody.  

“Climb inside,” Jake said, holding the barrel steady. 
“Feet first. Careful, the sides are rough.” He tried to help 
the slender legs up into the hole, the woman or girl, he 
couldn’t tell, hesitated, speaking words of nothing Jake 
understood. 

“Sharks,” he said. “We need to get inside. I’ll help 
you.” 

What followed was short of disastrous comedy. As 
legs went in, the young woman’s head went under. As her 
head went under, legs came out. The rain fell heavier, 
pounding the drum with rhythmic beats of warlike 
tempo, calling for the blackness, awakening the night. 
After too many minutes of vain attempts, Jake explained 
he would crawl in first and pull her in after. 

With no less frustration, he squeezed his shoulders 
through, leaving some skin at the hole’s rim. The 
challenge was to keep from rolling inside the barrel as 
waves grew with the building storm. The distant 
rumblings drowned out the last of the screams, cooler air 
now rolling over the waves, dropping the temperature as 
they struggled. 
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“Take my hand. I’ll pull you in,” he said, reaching out 
the opening. “It’s going to hurt a little.” 

With cries of protest and pain, of banged shins and 
scraped thighs, the slender arms and legs of a frightened 
young woman finally tangled with those of a tawny young 
man inside a large plastic barrel drifting somewhere in the 
Pacific rim. 

It took some time to undo themselves, to balance the 
barrel, to limit the banging heads and craned limbs, 
realizing in the process that the woman had dropped the 
lid. With their weight together at the bottom, the barrel 
drifted, bobbing upright, but the driving rain had no 
trouble finding the two-foot opening overhead. 

It was black inside, so Jake had no idea with whose 
limbs he sat entangled. Her accent sounded Middle 
Eastern. 

“Are you okay?” he asked when a feeling of stability 
had come to the barrel. 

Only soft whimpers and delicate sobs came in reply. 
With all the pulling and tugging he knew she wore little 
for clothing, was well endowed, quite slender with soft 
skin, and long, thick hair.  

He sighed, trying to take in the last hour, the blonde 
with eyes wild, the screech of metal ripping through the 
ship, the explosion, the jammed bodies in the hall of 
doom.  

“It’s got to be a dream, a nightmare,” he said, hoping 
for reply. 

She sniffled, vainly trying to stifle her sobs. 
 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

3   FISH IN A BARREL 
 
 

omehow they endured, with agonizing cramps, 
cries of mercy, and bumps from sharks or 
whatever swims about banging large casks 

floating the endless ocean with rain filled skies. 
Jake suggested they sit still until daylight and then he 

would work on bailing water and scouting for ships. He 
fully expected to hear helicopters or foghorns, anything 
that told of rescue. But nothing came, hearing only the 
rain’s steady beat against the cask. 

“If we had the lid,” he said thoughtfully, “we could lay 
it on its side… give us more room.” The girl sniffled. 
“Oh… I’m not blaming you, just thinking. My legs aren’t 
going to make it… sitting like this.” 

Having swum so hard and long in the waves, to now 
have legs pulled up tight was nearly driving him mad. 
With no way to stretch, he could only rub his muscles till 
momentary relief came.  

The girl sat with legs drawn tight to her chest, trying 
desperately to keep her toes from touching Jake’s groin. 
Resistant to all suggestions of putting them over his 
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thighs, off to the sides, left her sitting hunched in a tight 
ball. 

His feet sat to each side of the girl’s hips, his knees 
almost to her shoulders. His long, bare toes wrapped 
around into her lower back. 

He repeatedly apologized as he strained to work out 
cramps, bumping her more often than not. She seemed 
to find the whole situation a fate worse than death, even 
death by shark. 

Then her own leg cramped hard. She cried out, kicking 
Jake in the groin as she jerked, pushing her leg into him. 
Clutching her knotted calf, she whimpered, a cry of 
hopeless misery. 

He had offered to help, but got a firm rebuke. So he 
sat in the plastic darkness listening to her sniffle and 
whimper, his jaw tight, his groin aching with pain. 

 
 
After enduring more of the same, the agony lasting 

long into the night, the faint light of day finally came with 
a glow of illuminating yellow. 

Jake stared a long time at the sleeping maiden 
entrapped with him, gently rocking about upon the open 
sea with her head back, cheek upon her shoulder. He 
studied her face as the morning glow slowly brightened. 

Then he saw it. 
“Oh my God!” Jake’s eyes went wide. Her head 

flopped to the other side, still sound asleep. He shook his 
head in disbelief.  

The first day into their cruise, he had been taking 
photos from a balcony when an entourage of dark suits 
and flowing head wraps had come onto a private deck. In 
the midst of the suits walked a slender woman, late teens, 
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maybe twenty, with long, dark hair, thick and wavy. It 
fluffed about with her silks that flapped in the gentle sea 
breeze. She stood alone, staring out over the waves, 
turning about, expecting to see no one and to be seen by 
no one for her customary veil lay down, loose about her 
long, bejeweled neck.  

That’s when their eyes met—three seconds max, but 
it was enough. She looked quickly away and he knew he’d 
better do the same. Three big suits with dark glasses 
turned his way. With a nod he was gone. But those three 
seconds… He had been instantly convinced she was the 
most beautiful and stunningly gorgeous woman he had 
ever seen in his life. She carried such poise and grace with 
her features and form, and even with all the silk 
trappings, he could see her figure was no trifling of the 
gods. From head to toe, this girl personified mind-
numbing beauty reserved only for those of legends and 
lore. 

He later learned she was the daughter of Fariborz 
Rahbar, a sheik or something, a guy with more money 
and wives than any man should have. For the next three 
days he tried to reach that balcony again only to find the 
door firmly bolted with a warning. 

He stared at the beauty now crunched so close, 
sleeping upright, her head craned. No, it can’t be, he 
argued. She would’ve been whisked away by chopper, or set in a 
lifeboat. She’s probably lounging on a beach in Tuvalu. He shook 
his head. “No way,” he whispered. “Trauma-induced 
delirium. I’m just dreaming.” 

 
 
Her large dark eyes opened with alarm, quickly 

glancing about the glowing barrel and the young man just 
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inches away. She looked down, immediately covering 
herself. Her skimpy silk top did little for modesty, and 
the peach-colored panties to match offered only minimal 
concealment, especially when soaked with seawater. 

She glowered, her gaze burning with anger. Jake gave 
a respectful shrug and looked away, even though there 
was simply no other place to look. 

Breathing fast through her nose, she looked about, as 
if searching for some escape. For a moment, Jake thought 
she would bolt up and try climbing out, but she kept her 
arms wrapped tight about her long, smooth legs which 
were pulled snug to her chest. 

Although sleep had brought some relief, she now 
jolted back to the full reality of her misfortune, the 
confined, glowing yellow reality. 

With awkward bumps and elbows in her face, Jake 
took off his ‘Big Sky Montana’ t-shirt and looking away, 
held it out with patience as she exhaled in disgust. He 
then looked her in the eyes, careful not to drop his gaze. 
For as he had gathered from the night of wrestling 
themselves into the cask, she was indeed well endowed, 
stretching her silk top without room for imagination. For 
a long moment she held his stare, finally taking the worn, 
damp t-shirt using only thumb and finger, as if it were 
something utterly despicable. He then closed his eyes 
tight and waited. 

The words muttered were nothing he understood, but 
knew they were not in any way appreciative. 

When she finished, he smiled and introduced himself. 
“Jake… from Montana… Bozeman.” 
She gave no reply other than hot breath through flared 

nostrils. 
“Are you the sheik’s daughter?” He found no other 
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way to ask. “Did I see you that day on the deck?” 
As if bitten, she gasped, her eyes widening, then 

quickly looked away. 
“How did you end up in the water?” he asked, seeing 

she understood English. “Is your father okay? Does he 
know what happened to you?” He could see her brow 
tighten as she too wondered these same things, but still 
offered no exchange, her plush, elegant lips pressed tight. 

A foot of water sloshed with the swaying of the barrel, 
soaking their butts and feet. Jake yearned to start bailing, 
but knew it would be awkward. 

“Do you have any idea what happened?” he asked, “It 
sounded like an explosion.” 

She continued to stare at her knees, consternation 
tightening her face. 

“I need to bail out the water,” he said, trying to speak 
gently, as if to a frightened child. “Going to be awkward. 
But if we can dry things out…” 

She studied him for a bit, then gave a slight nod, a first 
in communication.  

Awkwardness followed, trying to bring the cup up 
without spilling on her, without bonking her as it went 
up and down. Then his leg cramped and he had to stand. 

Forcing his shoulders through the porthole into the 
morning’s light, he breathed deep, drawing his toes 
upward to stretch his calf. 

She shifted, muttering some very stern-sounding 
words. He apologized, figuring her to be cursing him to 
hell about now, but being just over six feet, he had to 
straighten things out. He glanced down to see her pressed 
back, hands covering her face. 

He scanned the horizon as the barrel dipped, his 
weight being higher. The cask rode halfway in the waves, 
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bobbling like a buoy but staying upright. He turned 
about, fully expecting to see the ship where it had been 
last night. 

But the sea was bare, yielding only the sun’s reddish 
reflection, its shimmering glow announcing the new day. 
All evidence of the ship had vanished, nothing but waves 
and endless sky. He squinted. 

“There must be something, a ship, a barge, a 
chopper… a raft…” 

Nothing. 
He wriggled back into the barrel, bumping her more 

than once. She gave only minimal protest. He settled in 
with a heavy sigh, his face revealing the swell of despair 
that came in with him. 

She watched, her beautiful eyes comprehending. 
He stared at his hands. “Nothing,” he said with a 

hoarse whisper, “there’s nothing at all. I thought…” 
What had he thought? It all had happened so fast—

the hallway of death, the ship sinking. “I had to jump,” 
he muttered to himself. 

He looked at her, fearful dread washing over him. But 
I couldn’t have left her… could I? Got her into the life vest… 
waited with her for rescue? 

“Oh God… what have I done? Idiot.” 
She watched him, her dark eyes showing innate 

intelligence. 
 Was I the only idiot… he mused, dumb enough to climb 

inside a stupid barrel where no one could see me… then drag you, 
a sheik’s daughter in with me? 

“They’ll kill me,” he muttered, looking up into her 
troubled face. He shook his head, mouth open. “I… I’m 
so sorry…” His eyes roamed about, searching yet not 
seeing. “What have I done?” he said again, barely a 
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whisper. 
For a time she continued to just watch him, then she 

gently asked, “You see nothing?” Her young voice was 
dry and rasping, her accent clearly Mideastern. 

Jake looked up, silent, staring at her lips. 
“Nothing?” she asked again. 
He slowly wagged his head. “I’m sorry.” 
They rocked with the waves, drifting aimless in the 

open sea, a thousand miles from anywhere, crammed 
together in a cask of yellow plastic, dressed in scanty silks 
and worn out cargo shorts. A guy from Montana and a 
princess of somewhere, drifting without water, without 
direction, without food, and without any space to move. 

“At least…” the girl said, trying to swallow, to wet her 
dry throat, “we are safe from shark.” 

Jake looked up, studying her eyes. Then he gave a 
consenting nod. “Yea… we are safe from the sharks.” 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

4   ISLE OF SUNSET 
 
 

s the sun rose, they worked at bailing water, 
longing for a drop to drink. As the day warmed, 
they took turns standing, Jake swearing that he, 

under no circumstances would open his eyes while Misha 
stood to stretch. 

With most of the water gone, and their clothes more 
dry than wet, their spirits lifted. 

“Misha Kamineh Parim Mehrak, daughter of the great 
Fariborz Rahbar, ruler of the lands of Lahar,” she said 
without prompting.  

“Jake Conner, ruler of my car and whatever else the 
bank doesn’t own.” 

As the day grew quite warm, the girl named Misha 
revealed bits of who she was and her life of luxury, but 
not of ease, she readily added. Being only nineteen, she 
would never be allowed to speak to a young infidel like 
Jake, let alone be seen by him, with him, so close and 
dressed in things that would bring great shame if her 
father knew. 

“So not even as pajamas?” Jake said, offering a gentle 

A 
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smile. 
“This…” she gestured toward the glowing barrel, then 

to her silk top, her gaze returning to Jake as if to say, ‘and 
you.’ “This…” She wagged her head in bewilderment. 
“This all is… transgression beyond… beyond 
description.” 

“Well, if it helps, the t-shirt looks better on you.” 
She closed her eyes with a heavy sigh, deep sorrow 

darkening her face. 
“We’ll get out of this,” he said, trying to encourage 

himself as well. “And I’ll… keep you safe. Won’t harm 
you… not that kind of… infidel.” He spoke very sincere. 
“I’m just really sorry I… dragged you into this.” He 
glanced about their yellow cell, recalling the comedic 
efforts to get her inside the rolling cask. A wry smile 
flickered across his rugged face. 

To his surprise, she too gave a faint smile, looking long 
into his eyes, which they both knew was also forbidden. 
 

 
The morning sun had grown hot, but eventually the 

sky clouded. By late afternoon, the sea had settled, so 
they decided to try lying on their sides, keeping the offset 
opening on the upward side, clear of waves. Full contact 
was unavoidable, their bodies sliding together no matter 
what positions they tried. Jake continued to assure Misha 
that he would honor her in every way possible, genuinely 
feeling her extreme discomfort at her compromising 
predicament. 

For Jake, having already been struck by the beauty of 
this mystery girl on the balcony, to now be in such close 
quarters, was more than a bit bewildering. ‘A cosmic 
confluence of confusion’ he had said to himself in jest. 
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‘The planets and stars all warping out of celestial 
alignment, fate and destiny colliding without anyone 
monitoring the workings of mankind.’ 

Or it’s all a most fantastical dream. 
He fought to keep focused. May probably die in this stupid 

barrel, die of thirst if I don’t come up with something. But what? 
Should have captured that rain water… but how? 

 
 
That night they shivered, but lying down gave more 

movement, which helped relieve the cramps, affording 
them brief fits of restless sleep. 

The following day felt like an eternity as the sun beat 
upon the bobbing cask. The hunger, heat and thirst 
became unbearable, especially for the young girl 
accustom to luxury.  

Jake told her all about America, about his life, about 
his fiancé running off with his best friend, and how he 
left the small town to work odd jobs on the islands, 
wandering from place to place, losing his sense of 
purpose. 

With fresh remorse he told of how the two died just 
last month in a climbing accident, almost a year to the day 
she had left him. Jake had hoped to simply distract the 
young princess from the suffering and their desperate 
plight, but it became more of a consoling confession. 

“Not seeing any God up there, that’s for sure,” he said 
with bitterness. Misha gave no reply, her own heart 
questioning God, fate and life, and now… an agonizing 
death. 

 
 
It was evening of the second day when Misha lay with 
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her head and hands outside the barrel, staring into the 
sunset. Tears moistened her eyes. She said something, 
lifting her head, and then… she screamed. 

Jake pulled her inside. “What happened? Something 
bite you?” 

“Land! I see land!” 
A faint bump on the horizon cast a long dull shadow 

as the sun dropped behind the sea. It was indeed land. 
But it was hours away and the sun would soon set. Jake 
strained to see lights, hoping with all hope that it was 
occupied, that boats would come and go, that someone 
would find them. 

He tried to observe their movement, to see if the 
current would take them near the land. Just one… or a 
chain? he wondered. Maybe a coast… but there’d be lights. 

He cursed the growing darkness, trying to find some 
way to set a course, keeping his eye on the spot, calling 
for a star, anything to mark the sky. 

“The moon will show us,” Misha said rather calmly. 
“It will rise soon, we then see.” 

The moon did rise over the next hour. Its glow on the 
open sea gave a beautiful display of wonder and glory. As 
it climbed, lighting the night sky, they drifted closer to 
the “Isle of Sunset,” as Misha called it. 

When the moon was high, they passed near the land. 
It seemed to be an island maybe two miles from their 
bright yellow barrel. That they would pass by was also 
clear, so Jake climbed out and swam. 

Misha watched. “I very much not like the water at 
night,” she softly confessed. Then after a time, she said, 
“And I… cannot swim very well.” 

Kicking hard, Jake pulled and pushed the barrel, 
watching the isle drift further and further to the side. 
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After an hour or more, he clung exhausted to the open 
porthole. 

“I’m sorry,” he panted, “but we’ll have to swim it. 
Can’t get us there in time.” 

So out she crawled, and with one hand on his 
shoulder, she kicked, trailing as he swam in the 
desperation that only those who have tasted such 
hopeless despair, seeing life itself drifting by, can 
understand. Cursing, yet crying out for God to prove 
himself, Jake pushed against the current, aiming for the 
moonlit mass of hope that sat so distant, so passive, too 
indolent to aid their dying souls. 

Time fussed with the darkness as muscles cramped, 
eyes blurred, hope fading with every endless stroke. 
Misha more and more lost her grip, her strength gone 
from days without food and water. 

Something happens in those times of forsaken souls. 
Fragile walls of life give way to the core of being, to the 
spirit that often lies hidden, reserved, protected deep 
inside. That which matters most, which matters only, 
comes to the forefront. Life, that delicate, precious gift 
so easily taken, yet easily preserved when conditions are 
right, dangles in balance. It floats just a breaststroke away, 
just a few more yards, calling your name, beckoning you 
to keep trying, to keep moving, to do anything other than 
give in. 

Crying out, Misha jerked away, grabbing at her ankle. 
Then Jake jolted, as several sharp stings burned into his 
bare chest. Like an early alarm it shook him from the 
endless swim. He looked up, seeing a mass of darkness 
high above them—the Isle of Sunset. 

Again, Misha cried out, trying not to scream, but the 
pain came so quick, like bee stings that burned. 
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Jake paused, a sting to his thigh. He cursed, but his dry 
throat made no sound. Then the stings came from 
everywhere. They both cried out, Misha now screaming 
and kicking.  

Seeing the island so close, Jake pulled her up onto his 
back. 

“Hang on,” he tried to say, kicking and swimming with 
the little that remained, pain screaming from every nerve. 

They rose and fell in the waves, sand beneath, his feet 
touching just a moment before rising high with the swell.  

The moon leaned toward the west by the time they 
crawled up the beach, collapsing on the warm sand. 
Misha cried with agony, frantically rubbing her skin as the 
gentle surf rolled in behind them, crabs scurrying about 
in the wash of the moon’s light. 
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