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CHAPTER ONE

FLIGHT TEST

“T
his is four-three-four-zero-seven requesting permission to taxi, straight-out departure,” I said into the headset.

“Roger, four-zero-seven, hold short,” replied the ground operator with a thick Boston accent.

It had taken me hours of flying and several written exams just to get this far. Now all I needed to earn my private pilot’s license was a solo flight and my upcoming seventeenth birthday. For my final test, I would have to take off from Hanscom Field in Bedford, Massachusetts, which was the closest airport to Stoneham, my hometown, and then fly over downtown Boston, return to Hanscom Field, and hopefully finish with a perfect landing.

I rubbed my eyes to keep them open. They were normally big, bright, and brown, but I doubted they still looked like that. I hadn’t slept well for the past three nights, thanks to those damn nightmares again.

Maybe I shouldn’t fly, but I decided to get it over and done with. That way, I wouldn’t have to hear my father complain that I never finished anything. Sure, I quit piano, but who could stand Ms. Toepkey’s ruler smackings every time they messed up? Karate could’ve been fun, but my teacher was no Mr. Miyagi. Football was the worst—being around those obnoxious jocks just made me sick, especially since I wasn’t what anyone would call popular material. Besides, those things always felt more like chores than a decent pastime.

A faint thunderclap in the distance called my attention back to reality. If I wanted to complete my test today, I didn’t have time to waste… a storm was on the way. I really should have postponed my test, but a little excitement wouldn’t hurt—or so I thought.

While I waited for a reply from the ground operator, I had the strange sensation that someone was watching me. Then I heard someone whisper my name. I tried to ignore the tricks my mind was playing and concentrate on the task at hand, but I couldn’t shake the dreadful atmosphere that crept into the cockpit. Besides, it had grown so cold inside that my hands trembled and my cracked lips burned. Thankfully, the headset kept my ears somewhat warm.

“Four-zero-seven,” the ground operator said, “yah cleared to taxi, runway eleven.”

Relieved, I acknowledged my clearance and applied 10 percent throttle. I took comfort knowing that soon the engine would be warm enough to turn on the heater.

As the airplane rolled across the cold taxiway, I struggled with the rudder controls. The Cessna zigged, then zagged because I was unable to keep the centerline, well… centered. No biggie though, the rudder controls always took some getting used to.

Although, my hands were extremely cold, they started to sweat. I still had time to back out, but I wasn’t going to give up that easily.

“Four-zero-seven,” I said as I arrived at the end of the taxiway, “holding short on runway eleven.”

“Four-zero-seven, contact Hanscom Tower at one-one-eight-point-five.”

I fumbled with the controls on the radio and entered the new frequency. Switching radio frequencies brought me some reassurance because Gilles, my instructor, was sitting somewhere up in the tower, ready, willing, and able to help if needed.

“Hanscom Tower,” I said, “four-three-four-zero-seven, holding short on runway eleven, straight-out departure, VFR.”

“Four-zero-seven, visual flight rules departure approved,” the traffic controller said, thankfully without an accent. “Hold short, runway eleven.”

“Roger,” I quickly said as I tried to sound confident.

“Mark,” Gilles said, “are you ready?”

“Yes, I am,” I lied.

“Then just relax and have a great flight. I’ll see you when you land,” Gilles said, sounding almost… dare I say it? Proud.

“Four-zero-seven, you’re clear for takeoff, runway eleven. Straight-out departure approved, good flight.”

“Roger… cleared for takeoff,” I repeated as required. I thrust the throttle forward, and the Cessna slid effortlessly into position at the center of the runway.

“Here goes nothing,” I said before taking my foot off the brakes and opening the throttle all the way.

No matter how many times I take off, the symptoms are always the same. Right after applying full throttle, my body slams against the seat, and butterflies do a number in my stomach.

When I reached 65 knots, I slowly pulled the yoke toward me, and the Cessna gently lifted off the ground. As the airplane climbed toward my assigned altitude, it bounced when I encountered minor turbulence. Flying in a small airplane is much different than flying on a commercial jetliner. On the commercial planes, there are gentle ups and downs, but on a small craft such as the Cessna, they feel like the sudden drops of a roller coaster. The falling sensation took a bit of getting used to.

Outside, a few trees stubbornly still displayed their fall colors even though it was already winter. That’s when I remembered what my instructor used to tell me: “Pay attention to traffic, not the wonders of nature while you’re piloting.” It was hard for me to ignore such wonders, because that was when I felt closest to my mom. Often when I was flying, I wondered how a person could cease to exist after death. My dad’s insistence that after death there was nothing didn’t make mourning my mother’s death any easier. How could I believe that and cope? Contrary to my atheist upbringing, I tried to convince myself there had to be something after death… surely anything had to be better than nothing at all.

Time passed quickly, as it usually did when I flew. By the time I reached Boston, I was halfway through my test. Boston was gorgeous as usual. As I flew over the Charles River, I saw dozens of people exercising by the bank, despite the cold. Harvard looked too small for a school of such status. I wondered if I would ever be that good.

“Four-zero-seven, do you read?” asked the tower controller.

“Roger,” I said.

“Four-zero-seven,” said the radio controller after a pause, “it seems that the storm got here much sooner than anticipated. Visibility and weather conditions are deteriorating fast. Turn around immediately and head back. Expect heavy turbulence.”

“Roger, turning back now,” I said, thinking there would finally be some excitement. Heavy turbulence? I failed to see how it was possible. The sky was still blue as far as I could see, and the sun was shining strong. It wasn’t until I finished executing the steep twenty-degree turn that I realized what he meant.

I stared perplexed as the sky turned from a baby blue color to a bruised purple. Even before my compass pointed toward the correct heading, the heavy turbulence started. I tightened my seatbelt. Seconds later, I was thrown violently around.
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