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James wasn’t the same after he slammed his 747 into Schiller Woods in the dark of a Chicago Tuesday evening, the flight computer’s scolding echoed and amplified by passengers’ screaming. Seeing Midwestern foliage confronting him immediately outside his cockpit window, all bucolic oaks asking him “what are you doing here?!” and birches into the midst of which he had crash-landed a Boeing Jumbo Jet, Captain James Ackerson didn’t know what had hit him. 

One moment it was a normal approach, like a million others, mild rain, winds from the east, the pilot’s mind doing three-way triage between the runway, the instruments, and the sexual conquests he had planned for the evening, watching the electronically simulated needles dance on the gages, watching the computer line up one indicator on another, thinking of what ass he was going to pound in Chicago that evening. Then, while James helplessly watched, the plane lost its even keel, tilted like a crazy drunk, went slamming into the woods, passengers shrieking, emergency lights everywhere. 

James’s first thought upon seeing that the flight path was beyond saving was that he’d die failing his passengers, that his legacy would be that of a man who had failed the people who’d trusted their lives with him. Three hundred people had graciously entrusted their lives to him, and he’d flagrantly failed them, disappointed them, and almost killed them in a fiery crash. Moments after everything came to a standstill, James was already hit with a tremendous case of survivor’s guilt, not yet knowing that in fact all his passengers had survived, with no serious injuries. Not even glancing at his co-pilot, James jumped out of his pilot seat and opened the door to the passenger cabin, fearing to come upon carnage and death that his own hand had wrought upon those innocent passengers; instead, he found only a passenger cabin full of laptops, cellphones, and backpacks thrown about, and rows upon rows of freaked-out but physically unharmed passengers.

Everyone knew that being a pilot was accomplishment, prestige, and power. Everyone knew that the captain of an airplane, along with the judge of a courtroom, is the closest thing America has to an absolute dictator. The captain has complete authority. But the captain also has ultimate responsibility for anything that happens on his watch. James had felt upset every time he’d heard of a complaint about poor meal service or rude flight attendants on a flight he’d piloted, despite him not having had direct control over flight attendant training or meal preparation. It didn’t matter. It was his airplane. His responsibility. And what bigger abdication of responsibility could there be than crashing the plane?

James took his job seriously. As a 747 captain, he was at the top of his profession, and the money, the swagger, and the overall high standing he carried as a direct result of his career success translated into a life of sexual success: in every city, a bed down with a man or men, sometimes favorite repeat engagements, sometimes the new and untested. There were three hundred sixty five nights in a year, and James made it his goal to have sex at least three hundred sixty five times during any given annum, making up for rest periods with frenzied multi-man multi-night Grindr and Cruisingforsex binges.

Before making it up to Captain at United, he’d spent enough time taking advanced rating training, building up hours flying cargo, giving flight training courses to build up his own flight hours, ferrying oil sheikhs around in private jets, passing endless tests and certifications from the FAA and the company, and, on a struggling low-level pilot’s low-level salary and zero-level prestige, begging for the cock and ass of any hunk who would deign to have him. Those days were past once he reached captain rank. At the age of forty-two, he’d finally gotten to where he wanted to be professionally, and he could use that to finally be where he wanted to be sexually. No ass was out of his league, no dick out of reach, no handsome face too twee for him to gloriously splatter his cum into.

Then that one otherwise unremarkable Tuesday evening changed everything. In pilots’ nightmares, crashes are silent and slow-motion, like ballet performances or suicide jumps, with distinct moves, steps, and positions. But this crash was all deafening noise, the shattering din of the 747’s metal husk splaying itself on wooded park grounds and sedate suburban parking lots, things separating from things, crew gasping, and the part that most terribly haunted him: passengers screaming.

No one died. No one was seriously injured. Property damage was estimated at two hundred million dollars. Damage to United’s reputation, more. And he didn’t know exactly how it happened, as he had to say repeatedly and ashamedly to the queues of investigators who would visit him at his home—he didn’t know why. Maybe he just wasn’t watching, or maybe he just wasn’t doing his job. They said it wasn’t his fault, but he was pretty sure it was, somehow. It had happened on his watch. That airplane was his sole exclusive responsibility. If he wasn’t responsible for his passengers’ safety, then who was?

Ever since it happened, James couldn’t fly again. He could, as far as United and as far as the FAA. He couldn’t as far as his own mental block. As soon as he imagined taking the controls, or taking any major responsibility again, he thought himself a potential killer—his passengers had escaped death that time, but what about the next time? And if he didn’t even know what had gone wrong the first time, then how could he prevent it from happening again? He was only grateful he was single, childless, without even a goldfish—because he didn’t trust himself to competently take care of anyone or anything. He didn’t trust himself with responsibility or commitment of any sort.

The company and the FAA had no problems with his flying, and invited him back formally and informally. “Shit happens” was the unofficial line from United and the FAA both. “Unexplained failure, not pilot error” was the FAA crash investigators’ verdict. James faced no FAA censure. In DMV-speak, he wouldn’t be getting any points on his license. His pilot colleagues asked him to come back to the cockpit so strenuously that he became irritated with their cordiality. “Shit happens,” everyone said to him, and that Tuesday had been James’s turn for shit to happen to him. His fellow pilots had switched between pretending the crash never happened, then inventing other supposed parties to blame for the crash (software developers at Boeing), then making light of the whole thing (should’ve charged those passengers extra for a thrill ride), all to no avail. Whatever the opposite of peer bullying would be, that was what James’s colleagues were giving him: unlimited support and a warm welcome back. But his block came from his own self, and that part they couldn’t change.

Whatever the explanation or non-explanation for the crash, even if it was only a matter of shit being bound to happen once in a while, James didn’t want shit to happen again. He cashed out his eight months of stored up paid leave and decided to do—he wasn’t sure what, but anything except piloting, anything except taking responsibility for people’s lives into his fallible, near-murderous hands. The thought of taking the controls, even of sitting in the cockpit, was too discomfiting. He didn’t mind flying, as long as he wasn’t the one flying. Even riding along in the cockpit was too close to sitting in the seat of responsibility; he preferred to sit in the regular passenger cabin, with the other non-pilots. 

The passenger cabin was where James met Alissa, the casually well-dressed woman clutching a spiral-ring notebook and flipping through phone photos of men; she was his seatmate in business class on a flight from Chicago to Miami. After a week of staring outside the window of his Chicago house and wondering what to do with himself that didn’t involve flying, driving, taking responsibility, or being recognized by fellow United employees, James had decided to strike out to South Florida, rent a condo, and do not much of anything, basking in his misery and fear and at least enjoying his paid time off. His life had previously consisted of flying and fucking, but in his new aversion to positions of power, he didn’t feel the slightest bit interested in doing either. 

He’d been thoughtfully answering Alissa’s questions and observations about the flight path and aviation procedures, until Alissa finally asked him whether aviation was a hobby of his. Alissa, saleswoman and matchmaker, knew how to ask questions in non threatening ways; she had figured that perhaps he was an airline employee, although she didn’t want to say it, so she stuck to asking whether aviation was a hobby.

“I used to be a pilot.”

“Retired?”

“Kind of.”

“Semi-retired?” Alissa was prodding harder than she usually did, but she figured being a semi-retired pilot would be a completely safe and nonthreatening conversational topic for the handsome salt-and-pepper-haired man making her acquaintance.

“You know that 747 that went into the park outside Chicago O’Hare last month?”

“The crash?”

“That was me.”

“You were the pilot?”

“Yeah, I was the pilot. Thanks for reminding me.”

Alissa hadn’t anticipated that this would be a sore spot for James. As far as she’d known from the media coverage, it was just one of those things that sometimes happened, and the pilot was skillful and prudent enough to have avoided any injury to passengers or crew. Unlike the case with other air crashes, the media had never crucified this pilot, nor cast any aspersions on his character, his training, or his personal life. She remembered him having been called a hero for having avoided injury to any passengers. The crash was just one of those unpredictable things, as far as the media said, and as far as Alissa had known, although to James, that “one of those things” crash has been life-changing, almost life-ending.

Along with his fear of flying, he’d acquired a lobotomy of the libido as he’d mentally called it, a complete lack of desire or confidence to engage in anything sexual with anyone. He didn’t want to be responsible even for sticking his dick into any man’s hole. His hand was good enough for him. Real human sex partners would’ve been too much like responsibility, too much like piloting again. He’d gone from penetrating the asses of new hunks worldwide, a few sailors in every United port of call, to being romantically and sexually numb, not interested even in masturbation. He stopped returning his fuckbuddies’ calls, he deleted his profile from Grindr and Manhunt, and unceremoniously discarded his stores of tingling lube before he’d suffer the indignity of it expiring unused.

Sex was just another kind of shit he didn’t want to deal with anymore. Love, he’d always avoided, making all his hotel-room rendezvous last no more than twelve hours at a time—if you want to do it again, then we’ll meet next time, but now you have to get going. Love had always been too much to handle. After the crash, even raw sex, sportfucking, felt like too much for him to handle. Love was even farther in no-go territory.

To avoid upsetting him further, Alissa jettisoned the part of the conversation about James having been the pilot in that crash, and instead decided to talk about herself. It was the least threatening thing to talk about to a client, or a sales prospect, or anyone else who was feeling a bit cornered. Whenever her matchmaking clients got skittish, she’d start telling them about her own dating tribulations, or just start babbling about her South Carolina childhood or about her Siamese cat—and they’d loosen up and provide a potential opening for further questions.

“I’m going back to work in Miami. I run a small business there.”

“Oh yeah? What kind of business?”

“You’re gonna laugh. I’m a matchmaker.”

“Nothing funny about that. Valid job.”

“Yeah, many people don’t believe me when I tell them there’s still a need for matchmakers, even with the internet now.”

“Well, there are people who think we don’t need pilots, now that we have computers.”

“I take on the difficult cases, clients who really want something special, not the run-of-the-mill.”

“Same reason we have pilots. To do the stuff the computer can’t do. Sounds like you’re the pilot of matchmaking, doing what the computers won’t do, can’t do.”

“Maybe a little bit.”

“I’m sure you’d never take me on as a client.”

“Why’s that?”

“Well, I’m sorry in advance if it’s shocking or it offends you.”

“What offends me?”

“I’m gay,” James said with a nod and a dip of the head that anticipated unspoken castigation or at least apprehension. “Sorry for saying it so plainly. But we’re talking about matchmaking. Maybe you thought I could be a client for your company, but I don’t want you to waste your sales effort. I’m gay, so it’s a no go.”
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