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J-Dogg

Before I go on about Kitty, I should tell you a little about me and my family. I was 8 when my older sister Haley climbed a giant Cypress by the river to build a platform for the rope swing.  She’s not afraid of heights, which wouldn’t seem like such a big deal except that I’m terrified of them.  So much that when I watched her climb the tree, I got light-headed and queasy. So much that after she jumped off into the river, I faked a stomachache and went inside.  That was four years ago.

You’d think after four years, a boy might grow out of a fear of heights. I kept thinking I would. I still do things like walk half way up the high dive at the pool, just to walk halfway down again. I’ve spent entire summers doing that. So when Dad wanted me to fly with him Sunday afternoon, I only said, “Maybe Dad.” 

“Maybe or maybe yes?” 

“Just maybe.” 

Between Dad and I, maybe means I doubt it, and maybe yes means maybe. 

Dad’s been flying for The Civil Air Patrol for years, and on the weekends they let him fly the small plane they use on missions—missions like looking for other planes that have crashed. Just the fact that they look for missing planes is reminder enough for me that you could just as easily be the person they’re looking for as the person doing the looking.  And if you ask me, I rank going down in a plane easily within my top 5 worst ways of dying, second to shark attack or maybe being buried alive. 

So far, my excuses for not flying have ranged from the old, reliable stomachache to flat out lies about plans with friends. 

“You’ll have some great questions for Kitty after you’ve been up in the air yourself J-Dogg!”  

First, let me tell you that J-Dogg sounds ridiculous coming out of Dad’s mouth. He heard Eddie call me J-Dogg one day so now he claims he can’t help himself. It’s his little attempt at humor, and I mean little. Only sometimes, he cracks himself up and I have to wait for him to stop laughing to continue the conversation. Talk about annoying. 

“Dad, you can’t call me J-Dogg. It’s just not legal for parents.”

“I can’t help myself Dogg.”

Like I said, annoying. It’s a little like when he started using Are you ready to rock Jonathan? We’d be getting into the car to go to the supermarket and Dad would throw in the Are you ready to rock Jonathan?
“Dad, you do know nobody uses that anymore, right?” Which was a lie, because everybody still used it.

What’s worse is that Dad really only calls me J-Dogg when he wants me to do something. Why do parents butter you up when they want something from you? Either they’re buttering or they’re insistent. I think Dad wants me to be a little more like Haley and a little less like me. I also think he wants me to yearn for flying the way he does, and I suppose the way Kitty and Granddad did. What’s worse, every time I decline an invitation to fly, Haley usually accepts, and she comes home talking about how incredible it was to hold the yoke while Dad took off. So this Sunday when he asked a second time, I went against my better judgment. I accepted. 

You always know you’re in for it when the anticipation of something makes you just as nervous as the real thing.  We were driving to the airport in Dad’s truck when it hit me—that same light-headed queasiness I feel when I climb a ladder, or when I look out of a window above the first floor, or when I watch Haley scale a pine tree and pull herself onto a high branch.  It would be okay if the feeling stopped with the queasiness.  I don’t mind loosing my appetite for a few hours.  On the drive to the airport however, the light-headed feeling faded away, only to replace itself with a quickening of my heart.  Then a thumping pound. As far as I can tell, you can only do two things when you’re at war with your body:  run like hell, or take some deep breaths and give yourself a talking to—insistently. My body had apparently realized that I was going through with it, and it was letting me know it didn’t think this was a good idea.  I tried the buttering technique, “Relax, you’ll do great Skinny. And once you get used to it, you’ll love it!” My body responded by providing me with a dry mouth, then a mouth so dry I could barely swallow. This was the sure sign that I was in for it. 

Funny, Dad never even noticed the panic in my eyes cause he was saying things like, “I remember my first flight with Kitty like it was yesterday. She took me up at daybreak and we followed the river downstream all morning. It looked like a giant snake from the sky, its watery scales shimmering in the sun.”  I didn’t have the heart to tell him that his only son was about to be the first twelve year old on record to die of a heart attach just from thinking about flying.

When we turned the corner into the airport parking lot, I gulped awkwardly and pinched my leg, I guess to tell my body I was in fact still making the decisions. It responded by not responding at all. My heart continued to pound, Dad continued to talk about his first few flights, and I turned my head toward the sun and squinted to watch a small yellow plane land on the runway.  It looked like it was in slow motion flying against the wind, and it bounced a couple times when it first touched the ground. An orange windsock was blowing full on top of a thin metal pole. 

We walked across the lot and into the only building at the airport, a small steel structure with two square rooms and photographs of pilots and planes hanging from top to bottom.  Near the window a man wearing sunglasses sat studying a horde of maps spread out across the coffee table. 

I followed Dad onto the runway towards the plane. With the exception of its wingspan, it seemed smaller than Dad’s truck.  Noises of planes roared and blended together and I began thinking desperately what I might do to get out of this situation.  As a last resort I could run, which seemed a touch drastic and immature, though a welcome thought compared to the flight. The stomachache routine was already overused, even if it wouldn’t be a lie at this point. 

To my body I said, “Do this for me Skinny and I’ll eat right, sleep right, brush my teeth, you name it.” 

No response. 

Dad checked the fuel in the wings, and as I climbed into the cockpit, I accidentally inhaled a strong dose of gasoline vapors up my nose. If I was only slightly light-headed before, I was spinning nauseously now. I don’t even remember putting the headset on.

“Buckle your belt Jonathan,” Dad said quickly. “You can adjust the volume on the earphones, and you have to speak with your mouth almost touching the microphone.  Can you hear me?” 

I gave him a half-hearted thumbs up. 

Dad taxied us out to the runway behind the numbing roar of the engine and the loud vibrations of the slicing propeller. 

