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      By Brian Nastovski

      The younger Brian lived the story.
The older Brian explains the lesson.

    

    

    We don’t rise to the level of our hopes.
We fall back on the level of our preparation.

    — Brian Nastovski
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      To Varessa.

      Thank you for teaching a pilot how to be still.

      And to Jesus Christ,

      who guided every chapter long before I understood the story.

    

  
    
      “But those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength.

      They will soar on wings like eagles;

      they will run and not grow weary,

      they will walk and not be faint.”

      — Isaiah 40:31

      “You will keep in perfect peace those whose minds are steadfast,

      because they trust in You.”

      — Isaiah 26:3

      “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race,

      I have kept the faith.”

      — 2 Timothy 4:7
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    While my name appears on the cover of this book, the story inside was shaped by countless people who entered my life at exactly the right moment.

    First and foremost, I thank God. For the opportunities. For the lessons. For the storms. For the blessings. For the prayers answered immediately and the prayers answered years later. Most importantly, for His faithfulness through every chapter.

    To my wife, Varessa, thank you. Thank you for your faith. Thank you for your patience. Thank you for your love. And thank you for teaching a lifelong pilot one of the most important lessons of all. Be Still.

    To my parents, thank you for your sacrifices, encouragement, and belief in me long before I believed fully in myself.

    To the Captains, Flight Engineers, First Officers, instructors, mentors, and students who shared a cockpit with me over the years, thank you. Every flight taught a lesson. Every crew contributed something. Every experience helped shape the person I eventually became.

    To the countless passengers who trusted us with their journeys, thank you. It was an honor and a privilege to serve you.

    To my friends, family, and everyone who encouraged me along the way, thank you for being part of the story.

    And finally, to the readers. Thank you for investing your time in these pages. My hope is that somewhere within this story you found a reminder that no storm lasts forever, that faith still matters, and that gratitude remains one of life’s greatest gifts.

    May God bless you and guide your journey wherever it leads.

    — Brian Nastovski

  
    Author’s Note

    When I wrote the first edition of Just Breathe, I was navigating one of the most difficult storms of my life.

    At the time, the wounds were still fresh. The lessons were still forming. And many of the answers had not yet revealed themselves. That book became part of my healing. It helped me process a painful chapter, make sense of loss, and begin rebuilding a life that looked very different from the one I had imagined.

    This book is something different.

    The first edition was written by a man trying to survive a storm. The second edition was written by a man looking back on the entire journey.

    Years have passed. New chapters have been written. New blessings have arrived. And perhaps most importantly, perspective has changed everything.

    As I began revisiting old memories, I noticed something unexpected happening. The younger Brian remembered the events. The older Brian remembered the lessons. The younger Brian saw airplanes. The older Brian saw God’s fingerprints. The younger Brian focused on destinations. The older Brian became grateful for the journey.

    For more than four decades, aviation carried me farther than I ever imagined possible. From a young aircraft mechanic to one of the youngest Boeing 747 Captains in the world. Across oceans. Across continents. Across storms. Across seasons of life.

    Along the way, I experienced incredible victories, painful setbacks, unexpected detours, answered prayers, and blessings I could never have planned for myself. At the time, many of those experiences seemed unrelated. Today, I see them differently.

    The boy standing on the observation deck at Detroit Metropolitan Airport. The young man chasing a dream. The Flight Engineer crossing oceans at night. The Captain occupying the left seat of the airplane he once admired from afar. The Check Airman helping others find their way. The husband learning the meaning of Be Still. The man forced to slow down when a back injury changed the course of his life.

    For years, I thought those were separate stories. Today, I see they were all part of the same one.

    Looking back now, I can see God’s faithfulness woven throughout every chapter. The victories. The disappointments. The promotions. The furloughs. The answered prayers. The delays. The storms. Especially the storms. Some of the greatest blessings in my life arrived disguised as disappointments. Some of the doors I desperately wanted opened remained closed. Years later, I thanked God for it.

    This second edition is not an attempt to rewrite the past. It is an opportunity to better understand it.

    Writing these pages became far more emotional than I expected. I laughed at memories I had not thought about in years. I found myself revisiting lessons I still needed to hear. And more than once, I closed the manuscript with tears in my eyes. Not tears of sadness. Tears of gratitude. Gratitude for the people who shaped my life. Gratitude for the lessons learned along the way. Gratitude for a God who never left my side, even when I could not understand where the journey was leading.

    This book is not really about aviation. Aviation simply happens to be the vehicle. This book is about faith. It is about perseverance. It is about gratitude. It is about forgiveness. It is about love. It is about finding peace in a world that often feels chaotic. Most of all, it is about discovering that many of life’s greatest blessings are only visible in the rearview mirror.

    My hope is that somewhere within these pages you find a piece of your own story. Maybe you are chasing a dream. Maybe you are enduring a storm. Maybe you are waiting for an answer. Or maybe you simply need a reminder to slow down and trust the process.

    If so, I hope these pages encourage you. Because if my journey has taught me anything, it is this: Trust God. Be grateful. Forgive often. Love deeply. And when life becomes overwhelming... Just breathe.

    — Brian Nastovski

  
    PART I

    Learning to Fly

    Chapter 1

    The Boy Who Looked Up

    Long before I ever sat in the cockpit of an airliner, I sat in the passenger cabin of one. My first airline flight was aboard an Eastern Airlines Boeing 727 during a family vacation to Florida. At the time, I had no idea how important that airplane would eventually become in my life. I was simply a kid excited to be traveling. The airport seemed enormous. The airplanes seemed even larger. Everything felt important. The boarding gate. The ticket counter. The jet bridge. The flight attendants. The pilots. I was probably watching everything. Even then, aviation had already captured my attention. What I could not have known was that years later I would not only fly the Boeing 727, I would sit in its cockpit as a professional crewmember. Life has a funny way of connecting dots we cannot yet see.

    Long before I carried four stripes on my shoulders or crossed oceans at night, I was simply a boy who looked up.

    Growing up in Dearborn, Michigan, life was simple. The world felt smaller then. No smartphones. No internet. No social media. Children spent their time outdoors. Neighborhoods felt alive. Summer days seemed endless.

    Back then, airplanes represented something mysterious. Something magical. They connected distant places that existed only in books, magazines, and imagination. To a young boy standing in Michigan looking toward the sky, those airplanes seemed to belong to another world. I often wondered where they were going. Who was sitting inside. What the pilots could see from up there. Were they crossing oceans? Flying through storms? Watching the sun rise above the clouds? Questions like those filled my imagination. Years later, I would discover those answers firsthand.

    As a child, I could spend an embarrassing amount of time staring at the sky. Whenever I heard the distant sound of an airplane engine, everything else stopped. Conversations stopped. Games stopped. My eyes immediately searched the horizon. There it was. A tiny silver shape moving across the Michigan sky. I would stand there watching until it disappeared from sight.

    Back then, commercial aviation still carried a sense of mystery. Airports felt glamorous. Airliners looked larger than life. The pilots walking through terminals seemed like they belonged to a different world. They carried themselves with confidence. Purpose. Professionalism. Even as a young boy, I noticed those things. I did not have the words for it then, but I admired them.

    Some of my earliest aviation memories involve my father taking us to Detroit Metropolitan Airport. Back then, airports felt different. They were not simply transportation hubs. They were destinations. An afternoon at the airport felt like an adventure.

    One of my favorite places was the observation deck. I could stand there for hours watching airplanes arrive and depart. The roar of the engines. The movement of the ground crews. The endless activity on the ramps. To a young boy fascinated by aviation, it was better than any amusement park. But what I remember most is the smell. Jet fuel. Even today, decades later, the smell instantly transports me back to Detroit Metropolitan Airport. One breath and I am a kid again. Standing beside my father. Watching airplanes. Dreaming. Memory is funny that way. Sometimes a smell can travel farther through time than a photograph ever could.

    I can still remember walking through parts of the terminal with glass block windows lining the walls. As a kid, they fascinated me. I wanted to see through them. I could not. They seemed mysterious somehow. Like they were hiding a world just beyond reach. Looking back now, that feels strangely symbolic. Aviation itself was a world I could see but had not yet entered. I knew it was there. I just had not found my way inside yet.

    And then there were the television chairs. Kids today would probably have no idea what I am talking about. Scattered around the terminal were small televisions attached to seating areas. If you wanted to watch, you dropped coins into the machine. The television would come alive for a few minutes. Then the screen would go dark again until someone fed it more money. At the time, it seemed completely normal. Today it feels like something from another century.

    Those airport visits probably seemed insignificant to my father. Just a day spent with his kids. Looking back now, I realize they were much more than that. Without knowing it, he was feeding a dream. One observation deck visit at a time.

    My father came to America from the former Yugoslavia. He arrived with very little and built everything from hard work and determination. He held mechanical jobs. Earned his HVAC license. And eventually bought a Coney Island restaurant. For those who did not grow up in Michigan, a Coney Island is a classic Detroit diner. Hot dogs. Chili. Coffee. Working people. My father stood behind that counter for years serving customers, building something, and providing for his family. Looking back now, I understand something I could not fully appreciate as a child. My father sold hot dogs for our education. Every order. Every long day. Every early morning and late night behind that counter was an investment in his children’s future.

    My father was not a man who spent a lot of time talking about success. He lived it. Not through titles. Not through recognition. Through consistency. Whenever difficult times arrived, he would remind me: They can take your money. They can take your home. They can take everything. The one thing nobody can take is your mind. Always stay strong. As a young man, I heard those words. As an older man, I understand them.

    My mother was no different. She began working at eighteen years old for the Grand Trunk Railroad and never stopped. Every morning she got up, walked to the bus stop on Michigan Avenue, and rode downtown to Detroit. She came home, started dinner, washed clothes if needed, and repeated. Day after day. Year after year. Without complaint. Without fanfare. Without anyone writing a book about her sacrifices.

    If my father taught strength, my mother taught care. One of my strongest memories growing up is coming home and knowing something good was waiting on the stove. She was a wonderful cook. Polish sausage and cabbage. Bean soup. Family dinners. Those meals became part of the rhythm of our lives. Some of my favorite memories involve holidays. Especially Thanksgiving. My mother would spend hours preparing the meal while my aunt would somehow manage to sneak little bites along the way. Every family seems to have traditions. That was one of ours. At the time, it simply felt normal. Today it feels priceless.

    At the time, I saw meals. Today, I see love. At the time, I saw routine. Today, I see commitment. At the time, I saw dinner on the table. Today, I see a mother quietly building a home.

    One of my favorite memories involves sharing aviation with my father. Over the years, he flew with me on several occasions. We flew together in a Cessna 172 over the Florida Keys. He also had the opportunity to sit in the cockpit of a Boeing 727. Perhaps my favorite memory came the first time he saw me wearing an airline uniform. He looked at me and said simply: That’s a man now. I have received awards. Promotions. Compliments. And professional recognition throughout my career. Yet somehow those four words remain among the most meaningful things anyone has ever said to me. Because they came from my father.

    One of the greatest gifts my father ever gave me was believing in me. When the opportunity came to attend Flight Engineer training, he made a commitment that changed my life. He would pay for it. In full. But there was one condition. I had to come home with the certificate. Not excuses. Not explanations. The certificate. I can still remember his words. I’ll pay for it. But when you come home, you better show me that certificate. Years later, I can still see myself arriving back in Detroit. I reached into my bag and pulled out the temporary Flight Engineer certificate. I handed it to him. No hello. No hug. No small talk. Just the certificate. The very thing he had asked for. Mission accomplished.

    Looking back now, the lessons of discipline, preparation, and work ethic that served me throughout forty years of aviation did not begin in a cockpit. They began watching two people who simply showed up every day and did what needed to be done. No excuses. No shortcuts. No waiting for perfect conditions. That was the foundation. Everything else was built on top of it.

    The dream of aviation was exciting. The work required to reach it would prove far more challenging. At the time, I had no way of knowing where the path would lead. I certainly never imagined becoming one of the youngest Boeing 747 Captains in the world. I never imagined standing
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