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Kitty’s First Flight

I’d be lying if I said I wanted to tell you about my flight. To be honest, it was kind of uneventful, if you consider holding your breath and clenching your teeth uneventful. I also clutched the handle at my right shoulder on the passenger door, what Haley calls the Oh Shit handle in the car. Dad must have noticed because I wasn’t even responding into the headset microphone when he talked, and though it seemed like forever to me, we only did one big circle around the airport before we landed again. 

The next day, on my bike ride to Kitty’s, I couldn’t get the fact that I was being a total wussoid out of my head, and honestly, I was dreading Granddad and Kitty’s questions about my first flight. 

It was overcast and grey, and Granddad’s hound Petey was asleep in the garage. He isn’t the most active of dogs, but I found it strange that he didn’t even raise his head and bark. Granddad waved me in from his lazy boy in the living room. He pointed at the frig, and I grabbed a Dr. Pepper from inside the door.  If it’s one thing about Granddad, he’s crazy about Dr. Pepper, and he keeps them so cold the first sips are painfully slushy.

Kitty was in her chair and Matlock was on the TV.  In a race for my grandparent’s favorite program, Matlock runs a close second to CNN. As best I can tell, it’s about an older man who solves crimes, but he’s not really a detective.  He’s more like a lawyer.  Actually, he kind of reminds me of Granddad, the way he’s always figuring on something and giving a lot of advice.  

Kitty grinned and I grinned back and sat in front of her chair.  Kitty has a way of saying hello with just her eyes and sometimes the faintest of smiles, and I guess I’ve learned to do it back. Matlock was busy counseling a beautiful young woman whose husband might have another girlfriend across town when I felt Kitty’s fingernails tickle at my shoulders.  I closed my eyes and heard Granddad’s voice rise above Matlock’s, “Be careful Kitty, you’ll knock him out before he has a chance to ask you any questions.” This was true too. There’s a running joke in my family about how easily I fall asleep, and Granddad loves to tell the story of me sleeping standing up while we were driving. I was six, and we had just pulled out of the driveway in his Volkswagen camper bus. I leaned my head against the closet door and I was out. 

Granddad was right though, I needed to interview Kitty for my writing project, which Mr. Crosby said was due in a month. I was surprised they hadn’t already asked about my flight with Dad.  Seems like grandparents, especially pilot grandparents, would ask me questions left and right about my first flight. I figured Dad had mentioned the flight, and really, I was glad they hadn’t asked. So when Granddad suggested, “I’m sure you and Kitty have some talking to do Jonathan,” I answered to Kitty, “Can we talk on your porch today?”

Kitty has a porch that’s made of glass. Not just the windows, but the doors, the ceiling, the table. All glass. I couldn’t help but think of Dad’s airplane cockpit, the way you sit back in the seat and the windshields surround you. It’s not like a car, where you can easily see what’s out in front of you. It’s more like you’re just looking up into the sky. Kitty calls the porch her sunroom, and it’s where she paints and writes to pen pals. The floor is made of old brick filled in with loose sand, and there’s a bright green mat that looks like Astroturf. It feels like your outside, and above in every direction stand tall pines whose branches and needles throw odd shapes and lines onto the porch walls. I wondered if it felt like a cockpit to Kitty. 

The sky was grey overhead, the birds were quiet, and I found myself wanting to tell Kitty about my fear of flying. Instead, I asked, “Do you remember the first time you flew?” 

Kitty grinned at me again and leaned forward. I’m not sure why, but it made me a little nervous. It looked like she was about to tell me a secret, and I peaked at the sliding glass door to see if Granddad was looking.  Instead, she started the story of her first flight, “I remember much about the first time I flew. It was 1938, and I was nineteen, working in a lettuce packing factory in Bishop, California. Directly across the dusty road was a small, grass landing strip that didn’t get much airplane traffic.  It had one hanger the size of a tiny gas station. The only plane in the hanger was a beat-up yellow Piper Cub. I remember because I snuck in and touched it. I ran my fingers down the wing and was surprised to feel it was canvas, not metal.” 

“A Cub?” I asked, “That’s kind of a wimpy name for a plane.” 

“I guess they were kind of wimpy, they only had one seat, and the canvas that stretched over their frames made ‘em light as a feather.” 

We were sitting at Kitty’s worktable, among piles of watercolor paper and magazine cut-outs of flowers and birds. She reached into a drawer and thumbed through a pile of photographs, pulling out an old sepia-toned photograph of a small plane.  Kitty placed it into my hand. The photo had curved edges and a water stain on the top left corner, and in the center of a runway sat an old Army Piper Cub with stars on the wing and the body.  
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“This is the very first plane you flew in?” I questioned. 

“No,” she giggled, “but it’s just like the plane in the hanger that day, the first plane I ever touched.” 

“Where did the photo come from then?” 

Again, she laughed quietly, “I don’t really remember, Jonathan.” 

I wasn’t exactly sure why she got tickled, maybe the photo was just something that reminded her how that beat-up Piper Cub felt.

I took out my tape recorder and a notebook to write down my thoughts. Mr. Crosby is forever saying, “Scribble down your ideas, your thoughts, your questions. They’ll be little gifts to yourself later when you write.” For a teacher, he’s incredibly goofy, but I have to admit I get a kick out of seeing Mr. Crosby light up over one sentence or even one little word from a kid’s writing. He runs to the board and scratches it down and hollers, “I gotta borrow that!” And whether or not you agree, he takes your paper and copies your phrase in his handwriting that starts at the bottom of the board and inevitably ends up somewhere near the ceiling. It’s a little embarrassing when he chooses one of mine, but by the time he’s written the phrase on the board, most of the class is more embarrassed for Mr. Crosby and his dorky display of enthusiasm. “I bet he sits at home and writes favorite phrases on a big chalkboard in his kitchen,” we laugh when we leave class.  Secretly though, I always hope he leaves my phrase up for the next class to see. 

I handed the Piper Cub photo back to Kitty and waited, thinking she would tell me about her first flight.  Instead, she said, “I was nineteen. I can’t imagine going up when I was twelve like you did. My stomach would have turned flips.” 

It startled me a little when she said that; at first I thought maybe Dad had told her about the flight. Was she trying to make me feel better, or was flying in a small plane at 12 really something?

Kitty began again, “It was on a lunch break when I saw a plane doing Touch-N-Go’s across the road on the grass strip. The sound sent chills down my back it was so loud.” 

I think I should’ve known already, but I asked, “Touch-N-Go’s?”

 “When a pilot is practicing take-off’s and landings, they do Touch-N-Go’s. They land, but immediately take off again. And watching that pilot somehow pulled me over there to the strip. I wanted to see that plane take-off and land from close-up.  But as soon as I walked over there, the plane was gone. That’s when I snuck in and met the little Piper Cub.” 

Kitty said it like the Cub was a person, and that’s when I noticed a little sparkle in her eyes. 

