
Copyrighted material



Verses marked NKJV are taken from the New King James Version. Copyright © 1982 by Thomas 
Nelson, Inc. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Verses marked GNT are taken from the Good News Translation – Second Edition © 1992 by Amer-
ican Bible Society. Used by permission.

Cover by Left Coast Design, Portland, Oregon

Cover photo and interior rescue photos © 2012 Doug Strosnider, Nampa Fire Department

Photo, pages 24, 249, and backcover © 2013 Jan Ibarra

Photo, page 246 and color insert page 8 © 2013 Carole Herzog

Interior crew photos © 2013 Delinda Castellon, Lori L. Collins, Jeremy Elliot, Brian Fox, Dave Guzzetti, 
Scott Prow, and Doug Strosnider

RESCUED
Copyright © 2013 by Brian Brown
Published by Harvest House Publishers
Eugene, Oregon 97402
www.harvesthousepublishers.com

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 
 Brown, Brian, 1964- 
 Rescued / Brian Brown with Eileen Chambers. 
  pages cm 
 ISBN 978-0-7369-5560-7 (hardcover) 
 ISBN 978-0-7369-5561-4 (eBook) 
 1.  Airplane crash survival—Idaho—War Eagle Mountain Region (Owyhee County) 2.  Search  
 and rescue operations--Idaho—War Eagle Mountain Region (Owyhee County) 3.  Brown,   
 Brian, 1964—Travel.  I. Chambers, Eileen, 1957-  II. Title.  
 TL553.525.I2B76 2013 
 363.12'4092—dc23 
   2013015776

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or 
transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, digital, photocopy, recording, 
or any other—except for brief quotations in printed reviews, without the prior permission of the 
publisher.

Printed in the United States of America

13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 / LB-JH / 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Copyrighted material



Contents

Introduction / This Morning on the TODAY Show    7

WILD BLUE YONDER

1. Departing Runway 26    19

2. Susanville, California    29

3. KREO    39

4. Falling from the Skies    53

5. Still Alive    57

6. Shelter in Place    67

CHAIN OF HOPE

7. Dancing Queen    77

8. What Is Your Emergency?    81

9. Reaching 911    91

10. Negative Contact    95

11. Otherwise Helpless    111

12. ’Til Weather Clears    115

13. Persistence’s Reward    119

14. The Flashy Thing    125

Copyrighted material



15. Visual on the Aircraft    129

16. Found Alive    137

17. Ramping Up the Rescue    141

18. Behind the Scenes at the Center of the Wheel    149

19. Technical Rescue Guys    161

20. As Smooth As It Gets    177

21. What We Do Best    183

ON THE WINGS OF ANGELS

22. UH 72 Lakota    199

23. No Hero    223

24. Where God Abides    231

25. In the Quiet of the Night    235

Epilogue / All Will Be Well    241

List of Terms   247

Acknowledgments    249

Copyrighted material



To all of my brothers and sisters in the rescue and medical pro-
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Introduction

This Morning on the TODAY Show

June 10, 2012

Early morning. New York City.

He was no liar. Everything the TODAY producer said to us in Cali-
fornia was proving to be true. 

“The interview will feel like you are sitting in your own living room,” 
Jim had promised, “like having coffee with some friends. No one on 
the set will try to trip you up or ask you anything that you have not 
already been asked by me.”

Still, sitting here on the set at Rockefeller Plaza with elephantlike 
cameras whipping around while the curious summer tourists pressed 
their faces to the window, staring at us and looking for themselves on 
camera as we would have if we had been in their shoes, I battled to keep 
my emotions under some semblance of control. 

Tough. Almost three weeks ago to the day, Jayann, Heather, and I 
had smashed into the side of a mountain but were miraculously still 
alive, and despite how nice these folks at TODAY were being to us, this 
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RESCUED8

was not our living room. Jayann, Heather, Tabitha, and I were not hav-
ing coffee and watching the news with friends. 

No. This time, we were the news. 
“I am going to do your interview,” Ann Curry, one of the well-

known anchors on TODAY, said, introducing herself with genuine 
warmth. “I am glad that you are still with us.” 

So were we. But here and now? I wondered. Had I done the right 
thing by agreeing to this interview on national television? 

Since the day rescuers pulled us off the side of a remote mountain in 
Idaho, the onslaught and hounding of the press had been relentless. Here 
and now, I wanted the story to be told without the inaccuracies—to tell 
what it had really been like. A chance to thank those who had come to 
our rescue. I was not a careless pilot, but what happened on Memorial 
Day weekend was nothing short of an extreme rollercoaster ride, one you 
didn’t want to be on but into which you were already buckled.

No turning back now. Those elephant-eyed cameras were switching 
to our faces. I looked over to Jayann, my wife and sweetheart of 28-plus 
years, my beautiful redhead who always lights up a room with the kind 
of confident enthusiasm that makes guys like me, the quiet, reserved, 
processing-at-a-distance fellow, fall in love with her in high school. 

I ached. Neither anyone on this set nor those watching from home 
would ever know that Jayann was doing this interview with several bro-
ken ribs, stitches in her head, and a memory that was just now return-
ing. Thank God. She was almost able now to make it down a hallway 
without zigzagging. But it was slow going. 

Jayann looked my way. Gave me her smile. I choked up inside. I 
had almost killed her that day. 

Sitting next to their mom were Heather and Tabitha, as different as 
two daughters could be. So much had changed for the good between 
all of us since the crash, but I had no doubt we would be healing from 
the scars for a while, especially those that made the trauma come alive 
inside of us again. 

Heather, my youngest, in her mid-twenties, still bruised and sore, 
was much like her mom. “My strong-willed child” was what I used to 
call her, the one with the authentic heart of emotion that drew children 
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This Morning on the TODAY Show 9

to her like honey. There were few things that Heather feared. Flying 
was at the top of the list, especially in an aircraft as small as our Cessna. 
It simply scared her. 

Heather was cocooned in the backseat when we smacked hard into 
the mountain. Seeing Jayann and me knocked out, Heather feared for 
several horrible seconds that she was the only one who had survived. 

Tabitha, my eldest, married to an active duty serviceman and liv-
ing in Mountain Home, Idaho, was a mirror image of me, someone 
always content to be in the shadows. Artistic. Cautious. She was my 
better self in a lot of ways, especially with people. Tabitha seemed able 
to find God and fresh starts with others much easier than her old man. 
Tabitha would never say the words, knowing how they would hurt me. 
But three weeks ago I had almost made her the sole surviving mem-
ber of our family. 

How did I end up here—minutes away from going on national 
television? 

I was a professional firefighter, a what-you-see-is-what-you-get man 
who had spent his entire 24-year career as a first responder, the last 
decade or so as a captain in one department and a deputy chief in 
another. Rolling on thousands of emergencies each year, I have always 
been the guy responding to 911 calls, racing to help someone in crisis. 

This time, on that mountain, the roles had been reversed. I was the 
one in the middle of a life-or-death emergency, desperately needing 
someone to come to our aid. 

Humbling. Like your whole life comes screeching to a stop sign. 
You try to make sense of it. Or stuff the memories away, hoping that 
they find someone else to haunt. Besides, life goes on. You can’t change 
the past. What is the good in dwelling on it, right? 

Well, sometimes, maybe we should. 
The Big Apple. We were certainly the wide-eyed tourists here. The 

Empire State Building. Trump Towers. Central Park. Despite all the 
fun we were having, deep down I knew that Jayann, Heather, and 
Tabitha had made this trip because they knew how important it was 
to me. TODAY would give me a chance to get the story off my chest, 
to tell it right, without the inaccuracies of previous news accounts. So 
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my girls had boarded planes, crossed the United States, and held their 
fear in check because this was part of my healing process. And simply 
because they loved me. 

“How can you get on a plane?” a close friend of Jayann’s exclaimed, 
somewhat flabbergasted. 

Being her usual self, Jayann laughed it off. “Hey, who crashes twice? 
I’m good!” That was my wife, a woman who had lived her entire life 
trusting God, even when standing at death’s door. 

On our flight to New York, a flight attendant noticed that Jay-
ann and Heather were pretty stressed. She asked, “Are you okay?” So I 
started telling her the story about how we had crashed on a mountain 
in Idaho. Before I realized it, other passengers and other flight atten-
dants were listening in on the conversation. 

Again, for what seemed the hundredth time, this story wanted to 
be told. 

As the last passengers off the plane, we saw the pilot waiting for us 
at the cabin door. Reaching out his hand, he acknowledged me with a 

“Hey, Captain.” I choked back emotions. “I heard what you did for your 
family. I really respect that. You probably saved their lives.” 

Stop. Don’t say that. I almost killed everyone I loved. Look at me 
now. My arm in a cast. A halo scar around my swollen skull. Cracked 
ribs. A broken nose still black-and-blue from that day my Cessna 
stalled and dropped like a rock. For the decisions made, the ones that 
led to that stall, I was the one responsible. The buck stopped with me. 

So many nights I had wrestled, reliving the memories, going over 
what I should have done or could have done. I had always been Mr. 
Prepared, a good pilot who did his homework and checked things 
twice, three times. I was a firefighter with “safety” as his middle name. 

Why did we crash? Why did we survive? What bigger purpose was 
embedded in all this? What was I not seeing, even now? 

Here we go. Ann Curry opened the segment like a pro. “Back now 
at 7:39 a.m. with a California family rescued on a steep and snowy moun-
tainside in Idaho, walking away from a plane crash. We are going to be 
talking to them exclusively, but first Savannah has their story. Savannah…”
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This Morning on the TODAY Show 11

Whatever second thoughts I had about being on national televi-
sion, it was too late now. 

“When California fire captain Brian Brown and his family set off on 
a Memorial Day weekend trip, of course, he never imagined their plane 
would crash…”

Why were we here?
“…Brown, his wife Jayann, and his daughter Heather were flying to 

Idaho to visit their other daughter, Tabitha, when they hit bad weather.”
There is more to this story than meets the eye, something the media 

would have a hard time understanding, even more difficulty report-
ing. The reality is that Jayann, Heather, and I should have died. But we 
didn’t. We survived because God intervened in our crisis. 

Many folks don’t believe in God. I get that. Truth be told, I am still 
trying to figure Him out myself. But having your life almost taken away 
from you changes everything, and I am coming to realize that God is 
not what I have made up about Him: He is not some benevolent but 
somewhat disappointed Father looking at me with a concerned frown 
on His face. 

I realize now. For my entire life, I have significantly underestimated 
God. 

“Their plane, a Cessna 172, stalled, and Brown said he had mere 
moments to prepare his family for the worst-case scenario…”

I was the guy who was not paying enough spiritual attention, your 
average dad who thought he was walking out a pretty good life taking 
care of his family. It took a traumatic event to open my eyes to the pos-
sibility that there was a God watching over us. 

Some people, hearing my perspective and unhappy with it, have 
shot back at me. Why didn’t God stop you from flying in the first place? 
If there was divine intervention, why did God let you crash? What about 
people who die in airplane crashes? Does that mean God cares more about 
you than them?

I don’t know. I don’t have answers to the “why” questions except 
this: God was 10,000 decisions ahead of every decision we made that 
day. 
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RESCUED12

“…Rescuers including the National Guard fought against whiteout con-
ditions, six-foot snowdrifts, and 60-degree slope. It took almost 15 hours to 
reach the crash site. Brown says divine intervention gave his family a sec-
ond chance at life…”

Yes. On May 27, 2012, God showed up on the side of Turntable 
Mountain, and He was wearing rescue gear.

Copyrighted material



RESCUED

Copyrighted material



Dear Lord, this is a lot scarier than we thought, 
and we are afraid. We know You will take care of us.

Please put Your angels on our wings.

Jayann’s Prayer
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He shall give His angels charge over you, 
to keep you in all your ways. 

In their hands they shall bear you up, 
lest you dash your foot against a stone.

God’s Answer 
Psalm 91:11-12 nkjv
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Departing Runway 26

Saturday, May 26, 2012
about 7:00 a.M. 

Skies classic California blue. Warm, and inviting us to come out 
and play. That was exactly what we were going to do. 

On the edge of impatient, I was itching to take off. A three-day 
Memorial Day weekend was waiting to free us from the regular Cali-
fornia routine. Jayann, Heather, and I were making a trip that had been 
a year in the planning. Right on time, the girls picked me up at Con-
sumnes Fire Station #45 after a quiet rotation and restful night’s sleep, 
something firefighters like me appreciate. Fast down Highway 99 to 
Lodi Airport, and then we would be in the air on our way to Moun-
tain Home, Idaho, a short four-hour hop, to see our oldest daughter, 
Tabitha. 
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I checked my watch while pulling our bright yellow-and-white 
Cessna Skyhawk, named LIMA, out of the hangar. We were right on 
schedule, through preflight, with the girls getting our gear stowed. We 
were set.

But then. What! 
Instead of the usual “ignition, whap, engine humming,” LIMA did 

a single, pathetic 360-degree turn of the prop and then promptly died. 
What in the world? 

I looked. LIMA’s battery was almost dead, too low to turn the 
engine over. 

Forget being impatient. Now I was angry with myself and with 
equipment I expected to work. I hate being late, but there was no way 
around a battery issue. All of my well-laid plans had flown out the win-
dow. Right off the bat, we were going to be delayed at least an hour, 
maybe more. 

It wasn’t the plane’s fault. LIMA was in great mechanical shape, hav-
ing passed the required inspections with flying colors. Nor was the bat-
tery defective. No. The problem was something much more common 
in the world of private aviation. LIMA had simply sat too long waiting 
for me to take her out for a spin. Normally, by this time of year, I would 
have flown several times, but for the last three months, the weather had 
stunk. LIMA and I had done only a few intermittent flights. 

Okay. LIMA’s battery was not at full strength. Nothing else to do 
but pull out the battery charger. 

“The battery is dead,” I confessed to the girls. Jayann knew me 
well enough and without skipping a beat simply said, “Okay,” as she 
climbed out of the passenger’s seat and headed for the car and her 
knitting.

-

Cheerful. Unfazed. Jayann. What a great wife. I was one lucky man. 
Almost three decades ago, I had married my best friend.

We had been high school sweethearts, growing up in a small town 
north of Sacramento, California. Jayann was 15. I was 16 when we met 
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Departing Runway 26 21

in band, the only class where this quiet guy got out of his shell. We were 
polar opposites that worked. 

She was and still is this effervescent, outgoing person who ener-
gizes every room she walks into. A completely confident people person, 
Jayann is always a part of what is going on. Sit back? Forget that. Too 
much of life to be lived. Me? I am the introspective, salt-of-the-earth 
kind of guy, someone who has no heartburn about sitting on the side-
lines watching what is going on, conversation or otherwise. 

Simply put, Jayann and I were meant to be together.
Jayann was born to fundamentalist, conservative Christian parents 

who took their newborn daughter to Sunday service the day she left 
the hospital. My redhead with the simple trusting faith has been Jesus’ 
friend ever since. 

We dated for three years and got married right out of high school. 
We loved each other and wanted to get married, but you could say we 
got the sequence of events a little bit out of alignment. We were very 
young. With a daughter on the way. 

It was uphill to get ourselves established, and I worked every job 
under the sun. Small farm work. Fixing fences. Building buildings. 
Shoveling manure. Whatever it took to put food on the table and a 
roof over our heads. Even being a delivery person for an office supply 
company. Anything to take care of us.

The day Tabitha came into our lives was both wonderful and a shell 
shock. I could hardly believe I was a dad. Somehow, being still just a 
kid, the whole wow-I-am-about-to-become-a-father didn’t sink into 
my head during the pregnancy. That all changed when Tabitha was 
born. I was a 19-year-old dad and husband with others to protect and 
provide for. From those early years until now, I have always worked two 
jobs. Whatever it took. 

Literally growing up together, Jayann and I learned to navigate 
being a family. When I found a job as a warehouseman, she went back 
to school to become a dental assistant. Then, while I was deciding what 
I wanted to do when I grew up, Jayann supported us for a season. In a 
huge way, I owe my career in firefighting to her. 

Jayann found a job as a dental assistant. As part of the job 
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requirement, she had to go through a CPR recertification class. Dur-
ing the class, the captain teaching the class said, “The Elk Grove Fire 
Department is looking for volunteers. If you or your spouse is inter-
ested, please apply.”

That night, Jayann sat me down. “You have always wanted to do 
this.” And I did. A lot. 

Now, other wives might have wanted to play it safe. By this time, 
we had two young children. I had a secure job. So did she. We were 
finally getting some financial footing. But early in our relationship, I 
had talked about becoming a firefighter. Jayann knew this was what I 
wanted to do, and she wanted me to be happy. 

So I applied to the Elk Grove Fire Department as a volunteer. They 
said yes. In that moment, my life was changed forever. On our first 
wildland fire call, my heart felt like it was pounding out of my chest. I 
was hanging on to the tailboard, going Code 3, lights and sirens. You 
guys get paid to do this? Count me in, Chief. 

I had found what I wanted to do for the rest of my life. 
For a guy whose mom would say, “School was never a big whoo-

hoo for Brian,” I started consuming everything about firefighting. After 
that first day at Elk Grove, I was determined to do whatever was needed 
to become a professional firefighter, starting with getting my Emer-
gency Medical Technician certification, something required by law for 
career firefighters. I studied, studied, and studied some more. And 
passed with a high score. 

Then a lucky break came my way. A “paid call” position opened up 
at the Elk Grove Fire Department. Unlike volunteer positions where 
you get paged for emergencies, a paid call position meant that you actu-
ally worked at the station. The only downside was that paid call was 
minimum wage. Forget benefits. To top it off, your schedule was day 
on, day off, which made second jobs impossible. 

Once again, a leap of faith. But Jayann was 100 percent behind me. 
I had gotten my foot in the door as a volunteer. With paid call, I would 
be at my kneecap, inching my whole way into this career.

Hearing what I was doing, my down-to-earth parents thought we 
had lost our marbles. “You just got secure with your family,” Mom 
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offered with good, motherly intentions. My dad was also concerned 
but supportive. “I guess you know what you are doing.”

The day I got hired felt indescribably great. My first day on paid call 
started out a bit frustrating. 

Way too quiet until, bam, the printer went off. Great. A garage fire! 
We took off, seeing a column of smoke. Arriving at the scene, the bat-
talion chief shouted orders. “I want that ladder on that roof yesterday.” 
I was excited but scared to death. The chief was already riding me. 

Because I was starting at the bottom at paid call, Jayann worked 
hard to fill our financial potholes and didn’t complain. Rather, she 
would tease me about how I acted. Never in her life had she seen a 
group of men so excited about racing toward someone else’s tragedy. 

I worked paid call for almost two years and then ended up being 
number one on the hiring list for Elk Grove (now called the Con-
sumnes Fire Department). At the time, two positions were available 
with hundreds testing. At the ripe old age of 25, I was a career fire-
fighter, wanting to do nothing else with my life.

-

Two-plus decades later, I had risen from being the clueless proba-
tioner to firefighter to engineer (the guy who drives the engine or truck) 
to, finally, captain for the last ten years, a position where I will probably 
end my career. In nearby Wilton, I am that department’s deputy chief 
for operations and training, second in command under the fire chief, 
dealing with how we purchase equipment and manage emergencies. 

Wilton’s fire department, like countless fire departments around 
the United States, is a volunteer department, operating on limited tax 
funds and a lot of generosity from the community. 

Each company of firefighters in a full-time department such as 
Consumnes (approximately 5 firefighters per station/36 including 
chiefs per shift) resides and works out of one station during its 48-hour 
shift rotation. The captain is the supervisor. It is my job to manage all 
of the 911 calls and emergencies we respond to as an engine company. 
On a very fundamental level, my ultimate responsibility is to bring our 
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guys home safe, to make sure they don’t walk into something that will 
blow up in their faces. 

Funny thing. Early in my career, I got a reputation as a disaster 
magnet. I’d walk into the station and guys would say, “Great! We are 
going to get some decent emergency today.” Happened more times 
than I can count.

As a captain in rural Sacramento, I respond to several thousand 
calls a year. No matter how horrific the call, I have the ability to remain 
incredibly calm and focused on what needs to happen, and I remem-
ber in great detail the training I have received, seeing it in my mind 
almost like watching a video. For a guy who was never a bookworm, I 
am a California master instructor now in specific areas of firefighting. 

My wife sits back and says, “Who is that guy? Not the man I mar-
ried.” Yeah. Surprising for the clamshell who used to sit in the corner. 

Firefighters are a different breed, that’s for sure. Whether it’s a med-
ical call, house fire, freeway accident, or, yes, some kid’s cat stuck up in 
the tree, when you dial 911, firefighters come. You need help and we 
respond. We treat every patient, even the worst offender committing 
the worst crime. 

There is a common saying around us firefighters: “Someone’s worst 
day is our best.” Totally the truth. 

Firefighters tend toward being adrenaline junkies. Do it once and 
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you’ll see why. Jump into a huge fire engine packed with axes, gear, 
water, and lines. Go red lights and sirens as cars dive to get out of your 
way. See a fire engulfing a house. Other trucks showing up. Pulling 
lines. Throwing ladders. Venting roofs. Going through second-story 
windows hunting for the seven-year-old you have been told might still 
be inside. 

Organized chaos that, God-willing, ends up good. A rescue. A child 
given a second chance at life. An elderly widow who gets to the hos-
pital before going into a diabetic coma. Firefighting is for those who 
want to make a difference, people who become alive going real fast to 
an emergency with things coming at them from all directions. Even at 
the peril of their lives. For us, it boils down to “It’s my job to go in there 
and help those people. I am going to do it, no matter what it takes.” 

The 911 New York City firefighters got their last rites before going 
into the World Trade Center. A heartfelt, painful moment for all fire-
fighters. They made us proud. It was their finest hour. 

We are a close-knit brotherhood. For two or more days a week, we 
work hard, train, eat, sleep, and tend to tease each other mercilessly 24 
hours a day. On every call we operate as a team with everyone count-
ing on the guy next to him to pull his own weight. At night, besides 
playing practical jokes on probationers, we sit around the kitchen table, 
ears tuned for the bell, and talk about what’s important and what’s not. 

Our kids go to your children’s birthday parties and your kids come 
to ours. Your fellow firefighters are the guys you go camping with, the 
ones who help build your house or fix your boat. They are there to lis-
ten when the marriage is going bust or when your spouse is fighting 
cancer. 

We are probably among the most satisfied people on the planet. 
But it comes at a price. Especially to spouses and children. In most 

departments, there is a mandatory meeting with a candidate and his 
or her spouse where the battalion chief tells the couple, “The minute 
you sign up for this job, you immediately take ten years off your life.” 
Injury. Smoke inhalation. The rapid elevation of your heart from sta-
tionary to a high rate. This meeting gives spouses the opportunity to 
say no, and a number do. 
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My uncle was the fire chief in the town where I grew up. He sat Jay-
ann and me down, pulling no punches about the toll the job would take 
on my life, including a shorter life expectancy. We listened, counted 
the cost, and moved forward. 

-

I threw the battery charger into the tail cone with our other gear. 
“Let’s go, girls.” We were finally good to go. This trip had been in the 
works for a year, and I didn’t want a battery blowing it now. 

The story behind this trip was that Tabitha, our elder daughter, 
loved going to the theater and had her heart set on seeing the musi-
cal Wicked. So when Jayann discovered that the show was coming to 
Sacramento, we agreed that it would be a perfect birthday present for 
a daughter who was alone while her husband was deployed overseas. 

The only question was how to get Tabitha to Sacramento, given 
that she and her husband, Jamin, were stationed in Mountain Home, 
Idaho. Driving was an eleven-hour haul over many desolate miles with 
few places to stop. After doing it once, Tabitha did not want to repeat 
the experience, especially on her own. I didn’t blame her and, being a 
dad, was especially concerned about her car breaking down in the mid-
dle of nowhere. 

With Wicked fast approaching, Tabitha teased me, as daughters can 
do, about my flying out to Mountain Home to pick her up. She would 
send me notes saying things like “I just made a huge pot of chili pepper 
jelly. If only I knew someone with his own plane and a long weekend who 
could come over and help me eat some of this delicious food…” 

Tabitha knew how much I absolutely loved to fly. I would go up 
in the air for just about any reason, and by late April we had ham-
mered out a plan. On Memorial Day weekend, Jayann and I would fly 
out early Saturday morning to Mountain Home. After the weekend, I 
would make the quick trip back in the plane while Jayann and Tabitha 
would do the eleven-hour drive together. I would get to fly and the girls 
would get plenty of time together on the road. 

Then, as Memorial Day approached, Heather asked if she could 
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join us, saying that she wanted to see Tabitha and where she lived. This 
was the last thing I expected because Heather had an acute fear of fly-
ing. In the eight years I had owned our Cessna, she had been up flying 
one or two times. The unspoken understanding between her and me 
was “I love you, Dad, but don’t expect me to go thousands of feet into 
the air in something the size of a tuna can.” 

So when Heather asked to join us, I was really surprised. And a 
little concerned. 

As much as I wanted her to come, the flight could get rough, espe-
cially when we went over mountains such as the Sierra Nevadas and 
others. I recounted to her the story of her grandfather and me going 
over the Trinity Alps of Northern California, a journey that was free 
fall after free fall in turbulence. Still, Heather wanted to go. She wanted 
to see her sister. 

Okay. Back to my flight planner. 
I started recalculating. Additional weight. Bathroom stops. You 

name it. With Heather on board, the luggage had to be minimal. I 
told the girls, “You have to pack very light because we are going full-
fuel and maximum load. The less baggage you have, the better.”

They did a great job, getting all our clothes into a bag not much 
bigger than a backpack. Given that the flight was only four hours, they 
packed only the essentials, along with a few snacks and some bottles of 
water. Heather also brought her pillow and blanket. Given the warm 
weather, we dressed for summer. 

With 45 minutes of charge now on the battery, my Cessna fired up 
perfectly. Quick completion of the preflight and we taxied over to the 
runway. Skies still blue. Ready to fly. 

“November 4640 LIMA,” I reported on the Unicom radio, Lodi 
Traffic. “Departing on runway 26 Lodi for a right crosswind departure.” 

I glanced at Heather wedged in the backseat. When we realized that 
the battery had died, the expression on her face had been loud and clear. 

“Strike one, Dad.” 
Only a few days before, the weather made her question whether 

she would go. Sacramento had gotten slammed with heavy show-
ers, high winds, and thunderstorms, and we almost cancelled our trip, 
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something that would have disappointed everyone. Especially me. I 
had spent months preparing for the flight, figuring out multiple routes 
and watching weather trends. Even last night at the firehouse, I had 
been checking the weather. That fast-moving storm that had wreaked 
havoc had moved off, leaving us with clear, sunny skies. 

Still, it was obvious that as much as Heather wanted to see her sis-
ter, she was nervous and having second thoughts. I know it is just a four-
hour flight. But maybe I won’t go. I am just not sure. I would rather drive. 
I just do not want to go. 

Weather. It could make anyone nervous. Even my mom. For the 
first time in my decades of flying, she had questioned me about the 
safety of taking this trip given the weather. “Looks like storms are brew-
ing. Please be careful,” she said. To reassure her, I sat her down at the 
computer and showed her flight matrixes and plans. 

“Mom, this is going to be a piece of cake.”
She knew me well enough. I would never do something unsafe. 

“The only concern I have is about the weight we are carrying, but I 
have already told the girls that they can take nothing. You could say 
they aren’t too happy with me,” I joked. “Mom, I have it completely 
planned out.” 

She listened and accepted what I had to say. Yet this morning, while 
she was on her way to our family cabin in Northern California, Mom 
sent me an email: “I know it goes without saying but be safe on your 
trip.” 

Mom, we were going to be fine. Trust me. I was Mr. Safety. 
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