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‘Leaving on a Jet Plane’
[Short Story]
by Stephen Mugambi
I recently went through the joys, fears and frustrations that I guess most people go through on their first time to travel by plane. My mixed fortunes adventure started with an invitation to a human rights conference in Free Town, Sierra Leone. The invitation was a source of great joy and for days, a smile radiated on my face. 

My broad smile was replaced by a big frown the moment I set foot in the Immigration Department offices in Nairobi in search of a passport. For days on end, I went to Nyayo House confident the day would not end without the precious travel document in my pocket, but returned home empty-handed. 
I finally got the passport at 11.40 a.m. on the Friday I was to travel. My maiden flight was to depart Jomo Kenyatta International Airport at 1.45 p.m. Fortunately, a driver from work was at hand to take me to the airport, something he did in record time.
On arrival at the airport, a security officer endorsed my ticket at the door and I headed for the Ethiopian Airways check-in counter. There was no queue; other passengers had already checked in. I prayed not to be told I was too late.

‘Your ticket, please,’ the young woman behind the counter said. From her tone of voice, I could tell it was the best she could do not to say, ‘You’re late, buddy’. After a quick check, she entered some data into the computer. She hurriedly tore off the top leaf of my ticket and asked me to place my luggage on the weighing machine. It was within the weight limit. She put a tag on it and sent it off for security screening. They would X-ray it to make sure I was not some terrorist on a hijacking mission. 
‘You will collect your luggage in Abidjan, Ivory Coast,’ she told me without as much as a glance in my direction. She ripped off from her printer what I later found out to be my boarding pass and said, ‘Have a nice journey.’
I went to pay airport tax, another first for me. I would transact business in dollars for the very first time. With the U$20 affixed on my ticket, I went to Passport Control. I was asked to fill in an immigration card before my passport was inspected. If the Immigration officer noticed I hadn’t signed the passport, he didn’t say so. Not that there was anything to the signing; it was only that nobody had told me I was supposed to sign it, and having had no time to go through the document, I was not aware of the fact.
I took the stairs to the boarding area for the final security check. I would be screened for contraband, and my hand luggage X-rayed. I took two steps through the metal detector and the alarm went off. 

‘Would you please step back and remove all the metal objects you have,’ the security officer barked. He probably expected me to surrender a gun or such, but all I produced was a bunch of keys and a few coins. When I walked through the metal detector the second time, the machine had no quarrel with me, but the security officer was not about to put all his trust in a manmade machine I was frisked one last time before I collected my hand luggage. Then I was off to the giant aircraft on the tarmac.
‘Welcome to Ethiopian Airways,’ a uniformed hostess said at the door to the plane, briefly checking my boarding pass. ‘To your right, please, seat number 22H.’ The seat was adjacent to the plane’s wing, sandwiched between two others. 

An elderly man sat next to the window. He was reading a heavily underlined bible and did not as much as look up when I took my seat. A much younger man was on my left. He was clad in what looked like West African attire. He, too, did not seem to appreciate my warm smile. Why had the computer that allocated seats placed me smack in the middle of the coldest people on earth? 

Undeterred, I tried to strike a conversation with the younger man. ‘How are you,’ I said. No response. It was queer. Might he be deaf? I wondered. I tried again, a little louder this time. ‘How have you been,’ I said and tried to make eye contact.
‘Sorry, no English,’ came the terse answer. 
That’s what did it. I’d pay the two back in kind, I decided. I fastened my seat belt with feigned confidence. I did not want the two to know it was my first time to fly. I then lay back on my seat and looked out. There was more disappointment. My view was partly obscured by the plane’s wing. I wanted to see what objects on the ground looked like when a plane took off. Maybe they blurred out due to speed? How I wished I could switch seats with the older man. It would have made sense since he only seemed keen on reading his book. I hoped he wouldn’t mind when I peered over his good book at takeoff.
I knew the big moment had come when the soft music in the passenger cabin was turned off. 

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ a woman’s voice came over the speakers, speaking in an Ethiopian accent. ‘Welcome to Ethiopian Airways flight 951 to Abidjan, Ivory Coast, via Kinshasa, DRC and Lome, Togo.’
I panicked. Had I boarded the wrong plane? I had an Ethiopian Airways ticket that indicated the airline would take me to Free Town and back to Nairobi. What was this talk about Abidjan? 

‘Please put your seat in the upright position and fasten your seat belt in readiness for take off,’ the woman’s voice continued. I cursed softly, embarrassed at fastening my belt too early.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ a man’s voice now. ‘I am Captain William Eshete welcoming you aboard Ethiopian Airways flight 951 to Abidjan, Ivory Coast, via Kinshasa, DRC and Lome, Togo.’ Still no mention of whom they expected to take me to Free Town. 

‘We are now awaiting clearance from the control tower for take off,’ the pilot said. ‘We will arrive in Kinshasa at 3.30 p.m., local time.’ The three-and-half hour flight would be shortened by an hour that we would lose on the way. 
‘Cabin crew will now make a final check for take off. We thank you for choosing to travel with Ethiopian Airways. We will do our best to make your flight enjoyable.’
A mixture of excitement and fear gripped me. A had a vague feeling something would go seriously wrong. Two hostesses walked down the aisle checking that everything was in order. I admired their confidence. Did they not worry something might go wrong? Did they enjoy their job? Were they married?
‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ came the pilot’s voice again. How I wished I could see him. ‘We now invite you to watch a short video on safety procedures to be followed in the event of an emergency.’ I could not believe my ears. Was the pilot also apprehensive? ‘We strongly urge you to pay attention to the video even if you are a frequent air traveller.’  

The video explained what we were to do in case the plane crashed into a mountain or it plunged into the sea. It also advised us not to panic should a problem occur at high attitude and we found ourselves without enough oxygen. The plane had spare oxygen. 

Could we possibly get out of this in one piece? I wondered. The old man on my right now hummed a solemn tune. Although I had heard of people who could foretell their end on earth, I never imagined I would be seated next to one when my day came. I took a cue from the man and said a quick prayer.

If it was the pilot’s aim to reassure us with the video, his effort was a total failure. And as if to prove he wanted to unnerve us further, he started moving the plane before the video presentation was over. Why was he in such a rush? I wondered. Could he be under the influence of some death spell? I looked around to see whether the other passengers were alarmed. They were not. Some were in fact not paying any attention to the video. Might they be ignoring the safety video at their own peril?
I did not have much time to think about the safety of other passengers. The plane soon started moving at a fast speed. I expected it to accelerate for take off any moment. Then the video ended. Maybe that’s what the pilot was waiting for so as to take off? No. The plane slowed down. Had he detected a problem? The plane came to a stop. Something must be the matter! I said to myself.
‘Cabin crew, please take your seats for take off,’ the pilot said. Several hostesses hurried off to the back of the aircraft. Moments later, all plane’s engines fired up and we sped off. The plane gathered speed within seconds. Soon it was moving so first I wondered why it was not taking off. Then, with a sudden kick from the seat and a loud explosion of engine noise, we were airborne. Phew!

I strained my neck to see outside. The sight of crop fields was breathtaking. The fields seemed to have been specially designed to impress those who flew above. 

Suddenly, the plane tilted to one side and I thought: this is it; we are done for. We were lucky; the giant aircraft soon levelled out. But there was more for me to worry about. The plane’s wing was vibrating a little too dangerously, especially towards the tip. I still had my eyes on the vibrating wing tip when I was startled by a loud click. The seat belt light had gone off. An air of relief swept through the cabin as people unbuckled their belts. I however decided to keep mine on a little longer, just in case.

Then we hit a thick layer of fast moving fog. I knew what it was when we soared above the clouds. I looked down in awe. The misty fog we had just flown through was now a motionless heavenly carpet, made of giant cotton balls. Shortly after, there was nothing more of interest on the outside. The sight of an hostess with a food trolley was therefore most welcome. We were offered fruit juice, soda, a can of beer or a small bottle of wine for a drink and chicken or beef for a meal. Coffee and tea were served last.

When the dishes were cleared, I lay back on my seat and tried to enjoy myself. It was not possible. I constantly thought how sad it would be if a crash turned my first flight into the last. Little did I know a visit to the bathroom would see this almost come true. 

Everything in the miniature bathroom was fine until I flushed the toilet. The water burst out with such a loud gush I thought I detonated a hidden bomb. My heart was beating so fast I was surprised it didn’t stop. I did not blame the airline for being stingy with water and making up for it with pressure though. It made sense for them not to want their sanitation tanks to fill before the next stop. 

Soon after, the pilot’s voice came over the speakers. ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he said. We were losing altitude. The seat belt light went on. ‘We are making the final approach to Ndjili International Airport,’ the pilot continued. ‘Please fasten your seat belt in readiness for landing.’ 

I quickly fastened my belt. The old man on my right fastened his and then started humming another solemn tune. I said my second quick prayer.
The plane lost height very fast, with each successive descend being accompanied by a feeling of weightlessness. My stomach strongly protested at the hollow feeling that this caused. Objects on the ground were now visible and got bigger and clearer with each passing second. However, there was no airport in sight. What was the pilot up to? If he was not careful we would land on somebody’s farm.

Then I saw the runway. Moments later the plane shook violently as the rear wheels hit the tarmac. Then the front wheel touched down. There was a deafening roar from the engines as the pilot slammed on the breaks. When the aircraft slowed down to a manageable level, he eased off the pleasure. The woman’s voice came over the speakers.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ she said. ‘We have landed at Ndjili International Airport in Kinshasa, Democratic Republic of Congo. Please remain seated until the aircraft comes to a complete stop.’ 
‘Hurrah!’ I said to myself, glad to have survived my maiden flying experience.
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