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MAN & THE PLANE 

The Wright Brothers had finally done it—their creation was hoisted from the ground and 

was being carried by the wind over the gravel and weeds. At least, that was how the mural 

had explained the event, painted against the wall some time ago. It was surrounded by a dozen 

other images within the timeline, which included the first hot air balloon on one end of  the row 

and progressed through Baroness de la Roche, Lindbergh, and the first flight of  the 707—leading 

all the way to Cunningham, who was, in fact, not a painting, but a man, staring intently at the 

watch on his wrist as he marched across the moving walkway, pulling his suitcase that hummed 

against the black, rubber padding. 

	 Murmuring to himself, he looked up just in time to prevent a collision with a man and 

woman conversing as they leisurely took advantage of  the platform. Clicking his tongue, 

Cunningham made a sharp turn to the side, then again to proceed forward. The bystanders took 

no notice, which was fine by Cunningham: he had no time for pleasantries, or to apologize to 

individuals who lacked the common courtesy to use the walkway as a means to further boost their 

own speed.  

	 The conveyer belt was not his first obstacle since departing the cab at the drop-off  area, 

as it was certainly disproven to be the last. Cunningham whipped and turned about the entire 

facility, dodging large families, avoiding travelers with comfort animals, and especially edging his 

way around older folks in their walkers and wheelchairs.   

	 Security was especially painstaking. He found no fault whatsoever in the efficiency of  the 

guards, however, who kept the line moving at all costs; it was the slow-movers that removed and 

laid down one effect at a time into the tray, waddled to the fork between body scanners, scratched 

their heads while sorting out which path was designated for them, made an error and needed to 

repeat the scan, then proceeded to misunderstanding where their possessions wound up that 

made the experience practically unbearable. 

	 But Cunningham had completed the ritual and was already full speed ahead for his flight, 

hobbling to equip each shoe as he pressed onward. Terminal S, Gate 4 was what the ticket read—

and so it was, waiting to greet him. But try as he may to get there as soon as possible (and he tried 

very hard), the benches were already swarming with other future passengers, who had, by some 
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miracle beyond his comprehension, arrived there before him. It was likely that couple on the 

walkway…  

	 After hundreds of  ticket taps upon his knee, and a few dozen checks at his wristwatch, the 

doors opened and Cunningham found himself  aboard the plane. He shuffled his way down the 

center aisle at fluctuating speeds, sporadically halting for someone having to place their bags 

overhead and situate themselves into their seat. 

	 His seat belt clicked, his head pillow in place, and his food tray properly put in the 

upward position, Cunningham could breathe at last. He realized he would have to unfasten his 

seat belt, of  course, should the fellow occupant of  his row arrive, but he found security in being 

prepared for departure nonetheless. 

	 People of  various shapes and sizes fought their way through the vessel, children were 

coddled into silence (to the best of  the parents’ abilities), and electronic devices were out and in 

use, defying the attendant’s requests. There were a few scares by passengers of  the larger 

persuasion approaching Cunningham’s row, but they proved to be false alarms as they read the 

numbers over the seats, turned, and continued on. Perhaps he wouldn’t have to unfasten his belt, 

after all! But we all know what happens the moment we set that sort of  thought loose in our 

minds… 

	 Amongst the final boarders of  the flight tottered a small, boxy man with pepper grey hair. 

He greeted the stewardess with a silent and friendly nod, then looked forward with a calm smile 

as he analyzed the cabin—and that’s when Cunningham knew. Trying to act unaware of  the 

situation, he watched the gentleman from his peripheral as he would take a few small steps 

between briefly stopping to read each row. The man’s eyes glistened as he drew nearer, as if  he 

were in awe of  the plain, metal tags with numbers stamped into them.  

	 The strenuous period of  waiting crescendoed as the gentleman gently turned toward 

Cunningham, looked up to read the display, then lowered his gaze onto him. Cunningham 

waited for the man to speak, clear his throat, any indication that his attention was needed. But 

the man simply stared with a soft smile. Holding his breath, Cunningham slowly rolled his eyes to 

the side, then faced his new traveling mate. The gentleman’s smile remained as his quivering 

hand lifted to point to the empty seat. 

	 “Oh,” Cunningham blurted with a sudden enthusiasm to undo his seatbelt and step aside, 

as he assumed all eyes were on him to help this elderly man, “oh, of  course.” 
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	 The gentleman nodded politely as Cunningham gestured for him to pass before 

attempting to wriggle his way in. 

	 His eyes heavy with anxiety, Cunningham winced before he suggested, “Would you like to 

sit on the aisle? It may be easier for…” 

	 “No, no, that’s all right,” the man answered as he finally reached his designated spot and 

plopped down. He immediately leaned back and took a look over his far shoulder. “I prefer the 

window seat, thank you.” 

	 A bit perplexed, but also relieved, Cunningham pursed his lips and returned to his own 

chair, attending to his seat belt straight away. Re-situating himself, he shot the gentleman one last 

glance, which proved to be a heavy miscalculation on his part, as the man was simultaneously 

turning away from the window, causing their eyes to meet. Cunningham instantly withdrew from 

their connection, his focus darting all over. He grinned haphazardly at the gentleman, which he 

hoped would be their final interaction, then peered straight forward at the seat in front of  him. 

	 To Cunningham’s dismay, however, the older man was winning the war for his attention. 

The man faced forward with a smile and released a sigh of  anticipation. He had finally looked 

down to his lap and begun to fasten his seat belt, which Cunningham had already taken note of. 

After studying the buckle for a bit, and a few rounds of  trial and error, the gentleman managed to 

get the restraint in place. He then ran the excess strap over his palm before finally grabbing at it 

and tightening the belt.  

	 The two passengers didn’t utter a word until the plane faced the runway before it, ready 

to accept the challenges ahead. Cunningham pretended to sleep, while the elderly man remained 

fixated on the window as the asphalt slowly came to a stop. The cool air suddenly cut out, 

making the cabin seem instantly stuffy, as the muffled engines whirred through the metal walls. 

Cunningham privately grimaced at the sound. 

	 “This is my favorite part,” the older man said, as if  replying to Cunningham’s gesture. 

	 “Always sounds like cat dying,” Cunningham joked. “Or it reminds me of  when a car 

battery stalls. Very reassuring,” he snickered. 

	 The gentleman returned a chuckle. “No, that is a marvelous sound! To think of  all that 

gentle roar signifies. Thousands of  things have to go just right for us to hear it. It’s like a colossal 

agreement is struck between all the mechanisms and parts in this machine—and suddenly, you’re 

off !”  
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	 Cunningham wasn’t sure what to say to that remark, so he simply looked away and 

remained silent. His mind, on the other hand, ran wild over the small insight he had just 

received. It was quite something to ponder how such complexity went into accomplishing 

something so simple… oh, what was he doing? He had to focus on keeping to himself.  

	 The old man continued: “That’s not to sneeze at the marvel that is the automobile either, 

of  course! An equally astounding discovery, if  you ask me. But, I have to be honest in admitting 

that I’ve been looking forward to this trip for a long time.” 

	 “Oh? You going somewhere special?” Cunningham asked with a new sense of  intrigue. 

	 “Cincinnati, same as you, I assume.” 

	 “You seeing family?” 

	 “Oh no, nothing like that. I’m just thrilled to be flying. This is a 737, you know. I’ll be 

returning as soon as this is over.” 

	 Cunningham was taken aback. Who would ever fly in a plane just to fly in a plane? he thought. 

But he could quickly confirm the gentleman’s statement by recollecting that he never boarded 

with a bag. In fact, the old man came with nothing but the clothes on his back. This observation 

also indicated that perhaps this gentleman was not all there, and that it would be best to avoid 

any further discussions before their ephemeral relationship turned sour. 

	 It was good timing for such a deduction, anyway, as the plane had begun to accelerate. It 

roared louder and louder as the road began to create the illusion of  smoothing over, then finally 

move at speeds that were beyond even what it appeared. The gentleman was, again, glued to the 

window; Cunningham rested his slightly tensed neck back into his pillow as his fingers 

involuntarily clenched. Gravity soon made itself  known, and the chairs welcomed their 

passengers with an embrace as the cabin swayed and rattled. 

	 Though the pressure remained, the violent moment passed. Then, eventually, equilibrium 

was restored, and the warning lights in the overhead went out. The older man had watched the 

clouds flip upside down in awe, and had now settled down, looking about the cabin with a child-

like wonderment. Cunningham did everything he could to mind his own business, while not 

giving any false inclinations for more small talk.  

	 In fact, now was a good time for him to look over his devices to see if  he had any new 

messages to answer. He entered the password, scrolled through items on the display for a 

moment, then rolled his eyes after noticing the “no reception” icon at the top of  the screen. Ticks 
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sounded from his device as he attempted to solve the issue, his frustration slowly rising. Finally, he 

managed to open a prompt on his screen, asking if  he would like to purchase time to use the 

provided network. Grumbling gibberish about being conned, Cunningham accepted the terms 

and began to load his messages… which loaded… and continued to load. 

	 As it does for most people, agitation began to cloud and override disciplinary actions. He 

faced the older man and showed his screen with a single eyebrow arched, saying, “Takes off  at 

three hundred miles an hour, but can’t even give you WiFi.” 

	 “You might be thinking of  kilometers,” the man replied with the same smile as always, 

and as though their conversation had never ceased. “Usually, aircrafts like this only need about 

one hundred fifty miles per hour for liftoff. Really something…” 

	 Suddenly realizing the blunder he had made of  re-establishing their social connection, 

Cunningham muttered, “Yeah, really something…” as he aggressively tapped on his device. He 

finally gave up and set it onto the foldable food tray before collapsing into a small sulk. 

	 Rubbing his face, Cunningham pieced together that he was now completely vulnerable to 

more interactions. As he suspected, the older gentleman was patiently staring back. With a secret 

sigh, he remarked, “Any chance they’re designing some kind of  plane that can let you check your 

email?” 

	 The old man laughed harder than Cunningham expected—in fact, he had somewhat 

hoped the jab would dampen the man’s jovial enthusiasm… or at the very least, turn it down a 

notch.  

	 “Young man, I have seen a lot of  extraordinary things in my day,” he answered, “and no 

doubt humanity will continue to make even greater discoveries! But, if  you ask me, no discovery 

is actually any greater—or lesser, for that matter. It all stems from the same source.”  

	 Cunningham raised an eyebrow as the gentleman continued: “Take this plane, for 

example. It only exists because we needed more space, to be able to move faster. To make things 

safer. That only happened because there was a plane before it, no? A plane that was built to 

improve upon and outclass all the planes before it, whether by its performance, the cost to 

construct it, what have you! Now, if  you go all the way back, all the way to the first plane, you see 

the need to travel vast distances in a little amount of  time. But wagons did that, correct? Trains 

did that better. And cars even better. But planes. Planes figured out how to outmaneuver all of  it, 

and reach places that the others could never hope to, not even boats. Humanity has always 
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wanted to fly, so we placed wings on ourselves in illustrations and in stories. Then, we built 

balloons, gliders. But then…” 

	 “Planes,” Cunningham replied with a doting smirk. 

	 “There was a need,” the gentleman professed, “a thought, a question—and mankind rose 

to answer it. To solve it. And that—that is marvelous, regardless of  what era you’re living in. The 

airplane is no different than the wheel itself. The only differences are the desire and the 

knowledge that came before it.”  

	 Cunningham sank back in his chair as if  it could absorb the sort of  shock he had just 

experienced. Like before, his eyes were darting frantically about, but unlike the last time, it was a 

sign of  his immersion into the mindset presented before him. 

	 After a moment, he collected his thoughts and smiled, leaning forward and replying, “Ah, 

but what if  someone were to use ingenuity for selfish causes, to profit; or what if  they are lazy and 

cut corners to make a quick buck? Surely, inventions wouldn’t be so marvelous, and could even 

be dangerous. Or worse, what if  someone were to use the guise of  their great discovery to 

oppress others, or do harm?” 

	 The gentleman let out small chuckle that emasculated Cunningham’s ego quicker than it 

had taken to raise it with his retort. 

	 “Of  course that will happen,” the man replied. “When humanity creates something 

revolutionary, it is almost certainly followed by others who wish share in the glory and riches, the 

reward that such a movement can bring. Or, they will try to counter the revolution with one of  

their own, either to turn the rest of  their kind against it, or to obliterate it altogether. But these 

types of  people don’t last—and sometimes, they even present the world with a new problem that 

requires another great solution. And so, everything repeats itself, preparing the world for more 

marvelous things.” 

	 This time, Cunningham had nothing to fire back so quickly. He spent some time to return 

to his role as devil’s advocate, but before he could speak, the old man continued: 

	 “But humanity will eventually realize that allowing these kinds of  people to have that sort 

of  influence or power is a problem in of  itself, and it will move past that entirely.” 

	 “Oh, will they?” Cunningham chortled in disbelief. 

	 “Just a hunch.” The gentleman held out his hand toward Cunningham’s device. “May I?” 
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	 Cunningham eyed his device, then the man’s hand, desperately trying to understand what 

he could possibly want with it. Finally, he decided the conversation had taken a very interesting 

turn, and that he no longer wished to stamp it out under any circumstance. 

	 “Oh… Of  course,” he answered, unlocking the device’s screen and handing it over to the 

man. 

	 As the device went on ticking, the gentleman focused on his tinkering and said, “That is 

why I quite enjoy taking the time to look back and celebrate all of  humanity’s triumphs, if  I can, 

regardless of  how feeble or antiquated they may seem—from man’s first use of  fire…” The 

gentleman held out the device back toward Cunningham. “To a 737 with no WiFi.” 

	 Cunningham retrieved it. As soon as he had it under his nose, a small beep pinged from 

somewhere in the old man’s jacket. He perked up and hurriedly patted around his clothes, 

mumbling, “Oh! Is it time already?” 

	 As the man searched himself  over, Cunningham peered down at his device. The screen 

indicated that it was not only connected to the airline’s network, but it had full strength. In mid-

confusion, he started hearing disgruntled mumbling from the passengers around him, all 

complaining that they had somehow lost their signal. Keeping his eyes glued to his device, so as 

not to cause any suspicion, Cunningham attempted to assess the situation. It couldn’t have been… 

Could it?  

	 Hearing a nearby hum, somewhat reminiscent to his suitcase against the walkway earlier 

that day, he could no longer resist the urge to continue the conversation. 

	 “What did you…” was all Cunningham could mutter before realizing the older man had 

left his seat. In his place were only small glowing particles, shimmering in the sunlight from the 

window as they slowly fell toward the chair and faded away. 


