Sky Pilot
by Lawrence Baines
 
"You could get me some slippers," Adam tells me.

 
"Slippers? You'd wear slippers?" I ask.
 
When his wife couldn't think of anything else to complain about, I'm sure she suggested he needed a pair. A cute, melancholy princess with a penchant for rolling her eyes whenever she gets bored. For the past few months, her eyes have gone completely spastic.
 
The princess treats Adam as if he were some pesky, old fart. She does not recognize him as the original Sky Pilot, soaring through the clouds like a god, breaking the hearts of prom queens, creating miracles out of the sheer force of his will. 
 
"You know, those furry teddy slippers are really cute," the princess says.

Age 10
 
On my way home from school one day, two seventh grade bullies tackle me, a frail third-grader, off my bicycle. I land face first on the cement and they blitz away with my bike. I run home, crying and bloody, and tell Adam. As I describe the thugs - huge, gnarly, demonic -- Adam listens in silence. Then he goes into the garage, grabs a crowbar, and murmurs, "I know who they are and I think I know where they live." He begins walking down the middle of the street, crowbar swinging at his side.
 
In half an hour, I see him on the horizon pedaling slowly towards me, guiding my bike with one hand, holding the crowbar with the other. As he gets closer, I can see that his shirt has been ripped open, one eye trickles blood. He rides the bicycle right up to where I am standing, hops off, places my fingers on the handlebars, and walks away. Doesn't say a word.

Age 14
 
I am hanging out with Adam at the house of Big Johnny Lee, a guy from school Adam knows. Big John isn't only the most massive guy in ninth grade, he also has the reputation for being one of the toughest guys around. Kids at school said that he got into a fistfight with a senior and almost killed the guy.
 
Johnny Lee has a trophy that he won in a martial arts tournament on his chest of drawers in the bedroom. Johnny tells a bad joke and I am trying to fit in, so I laugh hard.
Adam points to me, lying on the floor in front of the television and says, "The kid seems to be enjoying the Monkees right now, Big John." Although I could care less about watching Davy Jones lip-synch, I keep my mouth shut.

Big John says, "You're in my house. It's my TV! "

Then, he says, "punk" under his breath, shoves me aside with one big foot, and grabs the remote control sitting on a pillow next to me. He punches the remote until he finds what he wants -- one of those stupid, fake wrestling matches -- a bunch of muscle-bound freaks in tight shorts strutting around and bowing up to each other. When Big John sits back down, he places the remote control on the arm of his chair. Adam strides over, swoops it up, and switches the channel back to the Monkees.

John leaps to his feet, unfastens his belt, wraps the brown leather around his fist and says, "You want some of this? Is that it? You put it back on wrestling or I'll bust your head open." Spit oozes from the corners of Big John's mouth and rolls down his chin. He taps the belt buckle with a finger, glowers at me, and when he jerks around to face Adam, the spit goes flying.

Adam turns the channel back to wrestling, pauses, then moves over to the television, where he quickly unscrews the little vertical hold knob at the front of the set. I can hear the wrestlers scream at each other as the picture on the television begins turning fast circles.

"What the hell do you think you're doing? Big John is really yelling now, the fist with the protruding belt buckle hovering over Adam's head. Adam puts the little vertical hold knob in his mouth and swallows.

Age 16
The family goes on a grueling road trip to the Grand Canyon. When we arrive at the South Rim for a guided tour, Adam bolts, jumps over the guard ropes, and leaps onto a rock teetering on the edge of the canyon -- the bottom a couple thousand feet straight down. Mom shouts, "Oh my God! Adam, what are you doing?"

Dad panics, "Help! Help! My boy!" The ranger stops talking and everyone in the tour group turns and looks in silence at Adam in the forbidden zone on the other side of the ropes, on tiptoes peering over the edge of the canyon. For a moment, I think Adam has jumped and I imagine him in mid-air  on the way down, fearless, laughing.

But, Adam is still standing on the edge. Slowly, he raises both arms over his head like a bird preparing his wings for flight, then closes his eyes and pumps a fist in the air.

Age 18
Adam earns the nickname Sky Pilot because he is the captain of the track team and the guy with the best vertical jump in school. Although he's only 6'2", he sets a new record for the high jump, and is the only guy on the basketball team who can jump high enough to slam dunk. He scores 24 points in the state basketball championship game, including 8 points on dunks, but the team loses after he fouls out. As time elapses and with Adam relegated to the bench, the crowd chants, "Sky, Sky, Sky, Sky, Sky."

Gradually, I become recognized as Sky Pilot's little brother. Instead of life as a goofy 13-year-old nobody, I hear stuff like, "That's Sky's little brother over there, isn't he cute?" from luscious high school girls I've never even met. And the girls come in waves, all frantic to get a look at the lighting in the eyes of the legendary Sky Pilot.

One cold night during Christmas break, I awaken to tapping on Adam's bedroom window. I walk into the dark room just as he is helping Melissa Holder, the Venus, dream babe, and homecoming queen of Lakeview High School, crawl through. Once in, she motions Adam away, unties her trenchcoat, and lets it slip gently off her shoulders to the ground. Underneath, she's completely naked. Adam laughs softly, but I gasp like a geek, standing in the doorway.

Melissa finally notices me, folds her arms over her breasts, falls to her knees and stammers, "God, God, God," real fast. Adam winks at me and says, "Hey, don't worry about it, baby. He's cool. My little brother is cool."

Age 21
Adam begins to develop an appetite for wild-eyed, party girls and discards the sensitive, sane women in his fan club like so much junk mail. Regardless of personality, he only goes out with the Barbie type, girls with perfect bodies and clear complexions who would rather break an arm than get the hair messed up.

At home one weekend from college, Adam borrows dad's new hot red Mustang Mach I to pick up Jennifer Beddington, a particularly fetching Barbie, so that they can go cruising. In Adam's mind, cruising means a drive out to a deserted country road where he and Jennifer would be undisturbed if they decided to spread a blanket on the ground and get naked.

On the way out of town, Adam manages to get the Mustang up to 90 on one of the narrow residential streets before he swerves to miss a kid's soccer ball that rolls in front of the car. The Mustang runs over a fence and levels a brick garden wall before it begins to roll. Jennifer winds up with a little bruise on her forehead, but Adam gets pinned under the dashboard, metal ripping into his legs. When help arrives, firemen have to saw off the roof of the Mustang and pry his body out. By the time they finally get him untangled, Adam's almost dead.

Age 25
It takes Adam a couple years to finish rehab. He doesn't talk much, spends extended hours sitting in a lounge chair in the backyard staring at the sky. Mom and dad think he might be going crazy. After a lengthy campaign by friends and family to bring him back into the routine of life, Adam decides to finish his college degree. At school, he changes his major from sculpture to accounting. He launches an earnest campaign to please women and live the wholesome life.

"I just want something that's going to last," he says. Adam attempts to transform himself into a nice guy.

Age 30
Adam gets a job in a public accounting firm, works long hours, makes a wad of money, starts wearing bifocals, marries the melancholy princess, fathers three children, develops a staccato laugh, obsesses over the amount of memory on the hard drive of his computer.

Age 40
Wants slippers.

When I was a boy, I used to think that Adam owned the whole damn world. I know old age is an abyss and all that. But, I just never thought the abyss had a chance.
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