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Turbulence

By Brian Merklin

Jesus Christ, Wilkins thought. Oh, Jesus Christ I’m never flying again.

He glanced over at Cullen who was jotting something in what looked like a log book. The pilot’s hands weren’t even on the wheel.

The plane lurched and Wilkins felt his stomach drop down to his feet.

Cullen’s face remained buried in the log.

“Shouldn’t you have your hands on the wheel?”

He couldn’t even hear his own voice. Confusion wrinkled his brow for a moment, then he remembered Cullen’s briefing.

“It’s called VOX,” he’d said. “We keep it turned a little bit low; otherwise, it would pick up your breathing and be on all the time. So remember to speak up so it will catch your voice and switch on.”

Wilkins had nodded throughout the spiel, hoping he would remember the important stuff. Not that he could tell what the important stuff was. It was like his old acquaintance had suddenly reverted to speaking Latin. Wilkins had felt lost, but had kept silent, embarrassed to show his ignorance.

“And don’t be surprised when it misses the first word or two of whatever you’re saying. It does that. Just keep talking and I’ll get the gist of it.”

Wilkins had continued to nod during the briefing. A bobblehead doll, he thought, that’s what I am. A pretty stewardess would have made the whole process easier to tolerate.

Except they weren’t called stewardesses anymore, were they? No, someone had decided that such specificity was degrading. It was flight attendants now; and, the female flight attendants these days didn’t seem to be screened for much in the looks department.

They’d stood outside the hangar in front of the aging Piper Cheyenne II for what seemed like an hour. It had been cold. The wind sliced through Wilkins’s blazer like it wasn’t there. Finally, they had wrapped up. A flight plan had needed to be filed, and they’d be off.

Off. Right off the face of the earth was just about right. Why had he let himself be talked into this? He flew commercially all the time. It was part of his job. But he’d always flown in the big planes—giant, powerful buses that flew high and smooth. Even when it was turbulent it was nothing like this.

He cleared his throat and tried again: “Shouldn’t you have your hands on the wheel?”

This time the VOX picked him up, though his voice sounded pitiful and scared through the headphones.

Cullen looked up at him distractedly. “Huh? No, the autopilot is flying right now.”

Autopilot? They were in a god-damned whirlwind (albeit an invisible one—the sky was clear and pale blue, save for some faint cumulus clouds over the Sierras far ahead) and mister I’m-too-cool-to-worry was just going to let the autopilot worry about it?
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