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Praise for 26 Seconds


“Where others see only ‘human error,’ and learn nothing of value, Rossana takes us by the hand and shows us what there is to learn and love instead. Speaking for the dead speaks as loudly for Cesare as it does for everyone who could have been in his shoes. It speaks for the past as much as for the future—our future, and the future of Cesare’s legacy.”

—Dr. Sidney Dekker author of The Field Guide to Understanding Human Error

“26 Seconds is at once a searing portrait of grief and a damning investigation of an industry that puts profit over safety at every turn. With an engineer’s exactitude, Rossana D’Antonio exposes how blaming “pilot-error” is often a cover for corporate greed and systemic failures. Like so many plane crashes, the flight that killed D’Antonio’s brother was not an accident—and this powerful book is an affecting guide to understanding why.”

—Jessie Singer author of There Are No Accidents: The Deadly Rise of Injury and Disaster—Who Profits and Who Pays the Price

“D’Antonio takes you on a journey of discovery. 26 Seconds is a story that blends the humanity following an aviation disaster, an obsessive quest for answers, finding purpose beyond tragedy, and a scathing rebuke on the weaknesses in our aviation industry. Heartbreaking and so timely.”

—Gloria Feldt author of No Excuses and Co-Founder & President of Take the Lead

“26 Seconds is impossible to put down. You will read it in one sitting. I happily lost a night’s sleep as my heart raced, tears stinging my eyes. Turning page-after-page, I couldn’t read fast enough to see if Rossana’s heroic search to find the “smoking gun” that would ultimately clear her brother’s name would be uncovered by her ceaseless efforts to research each detail of the disaster.”

—Monica Holloway author of Driving with Dead People

“This story will move you to tears and move you to action— which is to say that it does what a great memoir must do. With the heart of a sister, Rossana takes us inside the life of a brother who loved to fly and died doing it. With the mind of an activist and an engineer, she takes us inside the aviation industry that is far too quick to lay blame on the pilot in the cockpit rather than examine its own shortcomings. A riveting read—and an important one for anyone who steps on a plane.”

—Jennie Nash, CEO, Author Accelerator

“Rossana’s passion for public safety is an impressive legacy that honors not only her brother but also herself. A profound, and well-written journey of healing from a very personal tragedy.”

—Bonnie Comfort, author of Staying Married is the Hardest Part: A Memoir of Passion, Secrets and Sacrifice

“26 Seconds is a deeply moving memoir about loss, resilience, and the search for truth. When Rossana’s beloved brother is tragically killed in a devastating plane crash, her world shatters in an instant—just 26 seconds of chaos altering the course of her life forever. This important story illustrates how unimaginable pain can lead to purpose—and the power to make a difference. Somewhere up there Cesare is smiling.”

—Deb Miller, author of Forget the Fairy Take and Find Your Happiness

“26 Seconds pulls you into a deep personal family crisis on a personal level, where the reader has an unquenchable thirst to get to the truth themselves. It also highlights the author’s defining moment, when she will not let governments and large, influential businesses hide the inconvenient truth by placing blame on ‘pilot error.’ Because of her valor, she will have saved countless other lives, while also reframing her brother’s death as a hero who saved 130 lives. My hat’s off to Rossana for telling this important story!.”

—Maria Lehman, PE Director, US Infrastructure at GHD and 2023 ASCE President
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Author’s Note


This is a memoir—a true story. My story. As such, it reflects my recollections of my lived experiences over time. Many of the early memories following the plane crash are seared in my mind, as if having my very own personal movie reel allowing me to relive it at a moment’s notice. This story was born on May 30, 2008, while vacationing in Spain. That night, my travelogue, its cover stamped with vibrantly colored wildflowers and butterflies, its pages filled with glorious memories, instantly became one of many journals that chronicled the tragedy and its aftermath. I have relied on those personal journals where I documented the people, events, timelines, sights, sounds, and raw emotions. I supplemented all of it by consulting with several people who appear in the book for their perspective or to fill in the memory gaps. 

In some cases, names and characteristics were modified to protect the privacy of others. In other cases, I omitted people from scenes but only when that omission had no bearing on the substance of the story. 

Overall, I believe I have done my story justice.
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“Three things cannot be long hidden: the sun, the moon, and the truth.” 

—Buddha
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Foreword


“Cesare was a great pilot. He was one of our best. If he couldn’t nail the landing that day, none of us could have.”

Thus says Johnny, a colleague pilot. You’ll hear him speak by the time you’re well into Rossana’s 26 Seconds.

In the wake of a fatal accident lots of people are ready to speak about the dead—in this case, the dead pilot, Rossana’s brother Cesare. This can quickly turn into speaking badly about the dead. For example, an accident investigation board may conclude that a crash resulted from a poorly managed, non-stabilized approach that resulted in a high crew workload during a critical phase of flight; the crew’s subsequent failure to detect and respond to the decreasing airspeed and impending onset of the warnings during the final approach despite numerous indications; the crew’s failure to abort the unstabilized approach and initiate a go-around; and their failure to respond to warnings in a timely manner, which resulted in a stall and subsequent ground impact. 

Of course, those who have followed the development of human factors and safety science over the past decades will recognize this as “the old view,” which is all about some person’s failures and poor work, about “human error” being the cause of trouble in an otherwise safe system. 

Being smart in hindsight offers those who speak about the dead plenty to go on. Find a series of mistakes, line them up, and trace the way to the bad outcome. It is so easy. The old view really has efficiency and expediency going for it. You don’t have to do a lot of analytic work; you don’t have to put in the hard investigative yards. Just say where you judge other people to have gone wrong (because you now know what the right thing was, given hindsight). And, by implication, suggest that had you been in that situation, you would have been quicker, smarter, wiser, safer . . . The vocabulary that remains is organized around human deficits. It is about their shortcomings, their delays and failures, their poor management and poor decisions. All this highlights, from the rubble of the accident, what they did not do. 

Such an account about the dead is a ghost story and a lullaby all rolled into one. The account warns us of the evil sources of failure, and then it sings us to sleep with the lie that it’s all under control. Such accounts and such investigations represent an ethical and intellectual shortcut. They ignore the host of complexly interacting factors that conspired against a good outcome, and that might do so again. 

“Blame,” said Jaime Goti, architect of trials against the military juntas that ruled Argentina in the 1970s, “simplifies reality by turning those blamed into the sufficient cause of a harm. This process implies removing from focus otherwise relevant contributions to the outcome.” 

Blame, in other words, is incapable of taking the non-deterministic, complex universe seriously. Blaming something or someone offers us an illusion of control over suffering and death.

But this is about human lives—particularly Cesare’s—rich with experiences, expertise, professionalism, friendships, aspirations, intentions, hopes, loves, and dreams (and the assumption that he was going to turn around the airplane at some point and fly back, just like any other workday). Yet in hindsight, it is so very easy to formally reduce his life to a short paragraph of deficiencies. That is speaking badly about the dead.

Rossana does something very different in this book. In fact, she does the opposite. She doesn’t speak about the dead—in a way she speaks for the dead. She beautifully and compassionately illuminates the hopes and constraints and obligations of Cesare’s existence, his humanity, the patterns of cognition and performance he got configured into on the fateful flight. This is crucial. Because if what Cesare did—“one of our best,” to speak with Johnny—made sense to him at the time, it will likely make sense to others as well. Rossana shows that our ethical, human (and humane, compassionate) commitment to speak for the dead irradiates beyond the dead. It applies to the future at least as much as it might help us unlock portions of the past. 

Rossana’s book is part of a particular genre in safety literature. In that genre, people speak of their lived experiences of a disaster, of getting caught up in the wash of a tragic event. As she offers us her story, authenticity is never in doubt: Rossana has lived out the full consequences of her own exposition. Remarkably, this genre has remained relatively stable over time. Plutarch’s and Cicero’s accounts of the lived experiences of losing their respective daughters some two millennia ago would seem familiar to readers today. C. S. Lewis’s A Grief Observed—from the 1960s—would in turn not be strange to Cicero, or to Rossana.

Yet even as it does so, Rossana’s book offers more. By revisiting Cesare’s story, she is able to let us make authentic contact with the man, her brother, his flight, his life. For us still lucky enough to be here, there is the possibility of learning from the past from this writing. Where others see only “human error,” and learn nothing of value (they have their lullaby and ghost story nicely buttoned up, after all), Rossana takes us by the hand and shows us what there is to learn and love instead. Speaking for the dead speaks as loudly for Cesare as it does for everyone who could have been in his shoes. It speaks for the past as much as for the future—our future, and the future of Cesare’s legacy.

—Dr. Sidney Dekker

Professor of Humanities and Social Science

Griffith University
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Prologue
26 Seconds










	
0:26 


	
The rear wheels of TACA Flight 390 touch airport Runway 02 with a slight bump and a loud screech. Rainwater sprays up off the grooveless asphalt. 





	
0:24 


	
The brakes of the Airbus 320 are applied, starting the plane’s deceleration. 





	
0:19 


	
The aircraft’s nose slices through the thick fog, and the front wheels meet the black pavement. Flaps are lowered and the resistance is palpable, the powerful forward force pulling passengers’ bodies away from their seats.





	
0:17


	
The landing is smooth. The passengers applaud.





	
0:14 


	
The jumbo jet’s brakes are fully engaged, but the steel giant continues to barrel down the runway.





	
0:09


	
The long deceleration is underway, but the slowdown is not enough. 





	
0:05


	
The jet engines howl, the brakes shriek, the overhead compartments rattle. The plane barrels to the borderline of the rain-soaked runway, where the asphalt ends, and the drop-off begins.





	
0:03


	
The runway ends. There is no more pavement beneath the wheels. The jet propels over a ravine, hurtling across the highway below. 





	
0:02


	
The bird’s metallic nose smashes into the embankment. Inside the cabin, BOOM! 





	
0:00


	
Silence. Blackness.
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I vault upward in a half-awakened confusion, heart thundering. Eyes wide open, my breathing fast and heavy, I rub my eyes and try to erase the images that just terrorized my unconsciousness. The digital clock on the nightstand reads 3:32 a.m. in blood-red light, and I ease my head back down to the pillow. Out of breath, I try to regain a sense of control. My eyes focus on the moonbeam creeping in through the bedroom window. I sigh and tell myself it’s only a dream.

But it’s more than a dream. It’s a nightmare that keeps coming back. And it keeps coming back because it’s real. Twenty-six seconds. Twenty-six seconds after which the magnificent and boisterous beating of Cesare’s heart was forever muffled into a silence that now echoes across my every dark, dark night. Twenty-six seconds that thrust my life into a tailspin and launched me on a quest for the truth. 

I vow to find out what really happened in those twenty-six seconds if it takes every second I have left on earth.







PART I
Villain or Hero?



“The bluebird carries the sky on his back.” 

—Henry David Thoreau
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Tragedy



May 30, 2008

Exhausted and happy, we returned to our quaint hotel a short block from Barcelona’s lively La Rambla, Spain’s most famous promenade. Freddie and I were in Spain celebrating our third wedding anniversary, which we’d toasted two days earlier over a bottle of local red wine produced along the coastal hills of the Catalonia region. We’d selected a quiet tapas bar for our farewell dinner and were seated at a candlelit table for two in the corner by a window, where we watched the bustle outside while embraced by the calm of the seascape canvas paintings indoors. After two glorious weeks in a country of flamenco dancers, Spanish guitar, sangria, and colorful outdoor festivals, we were deliciously spent and maybe a bit heavy-hearted to leave. Romance, art, culture, and architecture filled every day. Picasso and Miró had been our tour guides, their art depicting human beauty in all its imperfect forms. But it was the spirited colors and fantastical designs of the brilliant architect Antoni Gaudi that held us captive for days. His daring and whimsical multistory structures of inanimate stonework seemed to take on life in the forms of dragons, gladiators, and budding flower gardens. Angular, skeletal buildings with undisciplined undulating floors and facades that seemed to melt hearkened to fun houses and seemed oddly misplaced in the middle of the bustling city. As engineers and admirers of the father of modernism, my husband Freddie and I roamed Barcelona’s vibrant streets mesmerized by that enchanted land that shouted “Gaudi!” all across the city. 

I plopped myself on one of the twin beds we’d pushed together to create a proper bed for a loving couple. There was no way Freddie and I were going to sleep apart, so we repositioned and spooned and wiggled to navigate the crevasse up the middle of our makeshift queen bed. By then we’d adjusted to the Europeans’ propensity for twin beds but couldn’t understand how they thought a hard bed was the same as a firm one. Perhaps something was lost in translation. 

I was exhausted from a day of walking and sightseeing. We’d spent a large part of the day in a mad-dash, last-minute shopping spree to find the perfect replica of Gaudi’s mosaic chimney, a trademark of the region’s architecture. When we finally found the ideal one, we didn’t even calculate what it would cost in dollars—we happily grabbed it, knowing it would look striking sitting in our glass display case at home, surrounded by other family treasures. In the months that followed, the trinket served as a colorful, vivacious reminder of those glorious days in Spain when we’d been so playful and carefree. We followed that purchase by buying a Hard Rock Café T-shirt we’d agreed would be perfect for my brother, Cesare, and I couldn’t wait to give it to him the next time he flew through LA. As with all things, he had no patience, so I knew he’d immediately pull it over his head and find the closest mirror to admire himself in his Spanish keepsake. The image of it made me smile. 

I flopped back on the bed, reached for the TV’s remote control, and turned on CNN. It was the only channel we’d been able to find in English, so for two weeks, it had been our link to home. On the screen were images of an airport, and a newscaster reported, “A commercial airplane has crashed in Honduras after overshooting the runway. The pilot and two passengers are confirmed dead.” At first glance, the jumbo jet appeared to be intact, but when I looked closer, I could see something was terribly wrong. The fuselage had broken into three large segments, their edges crumpled like discarded sheets of paper. The jet’s main body lay askew and rested unnaturally on its belly, its wings slightly sagging, as if defeated. The cockpit was crushed where it had come to a violent stop on a dirt embankment. As the camera panned across the crash site, I saw the initials TACA on the plane’s blue tailfin. 

TACA Airlines. 

I felt hot lightning shoot through my stomach. 

TACA Airlines was the flag carrier for El Salvador and one of the biggest airlines in Central and South America. 

My brother, Cesare, was a pilot for TACA Airlines.

The scene on TV was chaotic. Throngs of people swarmed the plane, pulling injured passengers out. Ambulances with flashing red lights and wailing sirens were being loaded with people on stretchers. There appeared to be a crushed vehicle under the jet. I couldn’t turn away from the TV. My brain was already tinkering with hypothetical root causes for the crash even as I battled the wave of anxiety and the air of fascination for the disaster before me.

Plane crashes had always fascinated me in a morbid way. Spain’s Tenerife Airport disaster, the bombing of Pan Am’s flight 103 over Lockerbie, Scotland, and the explosion of TWA flight 800 off the coast of New York had made significant impressions on me. I always fixated on the randomness of a plane crash, the extraordinarily bad luck of those who had boarded the wrong plane on a given day, and how in a flash of a moment, each of those catastrophic incidents had claimed hundreds of lives. It rattled me that all those human beings had boarded those particular flights when they might have selected any one of hundreds of other options that weren’t destined for disaster. A roll of the dice. Suddenly, their time was up. 

When my little brother Cesare had become a pilot in 1993, anxiety joined my disturbing attraction to these kinds of phenomena. After Cesare got his wings, at the news of any plane accident, I’d watch the story unfold, worried that Cesare might be involved even if I knew he was thousands of miles away from it. I’d sit glued to the TV waiting for details to emerge that would reveal my brother was safe. History had always proven my worry had been yet another instance of a protective sister clutching her pearls.

But this one was way too close to home, literally. Honduras, border country to El Salvador, where most of my family lived and out of which my pilot brother was based. And right there onscreen was the wreckage of a TACA Airlines plane. I grabbed my Blackberry and dialed Mom. The line was busy. Damn! 

I wondered if Cesare knew the pilot, if he was a friend, if the pilot’s family had heard the news. I wondered if my brother was somewhere suffering over the tragic loss of a colleague.

I could hear the faucet running in the bathroom as Freddie brushed his teeth. “Sweetie, it’s a TACA flight,” I murmured, trying to hide the uneasiness building inside me. 

I dialed my mother’s number again. Still busy. Shit!

Suddenly, Freddie’s Blackberry buzzed to life, and he lunged toward the bed to grab it. My attention was on the TV, but I heard him say, “Hi, Andres.”

My head snapped in Freddie’s direction as he slowly sat on the bed, slightly crouched over. Why was Andres, my nephew, my sister’s eldest son, calling Freddie? My insides were suddenly ablaze. A wave of burning heat raced through my chest and toward my extremities. “Oh my god, no. Oh my god, no. Oh my god, no!” was all I could utter. 

Then my mind shot off into magical thoughts, as if this panicked chant could change the events I instinctively knew were unraveling before me. I could hear my heart pounding in my eardrums, and I flailed my legs as if trying to fend off the inevitable reality that was trying to creep into my safe haven.

Freddie’s face was a mask of artificial calm. “Yes, we’re watching it on CNN. Has it been confirmed?” 

“Oh my god, no. Oh my god, no. Oh my god, no!” I wailed. The images continued to flash on the screen. People swarming the broken plane. Chaos. A passenger freed from the wreckage, his face stamped with pain. Panic. Tears washing down people’s faces. Heartbreak. 

“Can I speak to Mami?” Freddie asked Andres. My husband had adopted my mom as his own and called her the Spanish version of mommy. I loved that. It was typical of his warmth and his love of family. Mami was probably the only Spanish word he knew, aside from the four-letter words Cesare had taught him. Quietly, Freddie said, “Okay, we’ll call you later.”

“Oh my god, no. Oh my god, no. Oh my god, no!” 

Freddie dropped the phone, sat next to me on the bed, and wrapped his arms around me. But I couldn’t feel him there. I couldn’t feel anything, and all I could hear was the pounding of my heart. The pounding of my heart, which somehow told me I was alive, and Cesare was dead. 

Freddie and I sat like that, oblivious of space and time. I stared at the TV, but the recycling images were now a blur. 

Somehow, I was supposed to make it through the night. And the next day, my husband and I would have to get on a plane. 

Then another. And another.
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Finding Our Calling



As far back as I can remember, Cesare had wanted to be a pilot. Actually, at first I think he wanted to be a policeman. He was five years old the time he and I approached a policeman parked in a two-tone car on our street on the west side of Los Angeles. 

“Can we get your autograph?” Cesare asked the officer. 

The nice officer stepped out of the black-and-white, insisting he wasn’t a famous actor like those on Adam-12, a popular cop show back then in the ’70s, but we didn’t care. I was nine, and I wanted his autograph because he was cute, but Cesare was in true awe as he stared up at the tall, lean officer with the shiny badge on his chest and the menacing gun in the holster on his hip. We finally wore the cute cop down, and he gave us his autograph, a bunch of scribbly marks on a little piece of paper. 

“Ya’ll go on home now,” he said. 

We did as we were told, turning to wave multiple times as the cute cop waved back, a big toothy smile on his face.

I lost interest in the police officer, but Cesare didn’t; for years, he kept the paper with the scribbly marks in the top drawer of his nightstand. It was the same night table that held some of his other prized possessions, including his two favorite Matchbox cars, a handful of multicolored marbles, a few plastic green toy soldiers, and a pair of real drumsticks he got from who knows where. 

I think all little boys want to be cops early on. It’s the first visible influence of the media on kids: glamorous images of real-life heroes fighting the bad in the world in the name of justice for all. In fact, the power of the media is such that it can create heroes and villains with the flick of a pen. Where one falls on the hero/villain spectrum is based on who controls the bullhorn and the nature of the message the bullhorn holder delivers. 

Cesarino, as we affectionately called him, had a quick, curious mind and like so many other boys, loved to play cops and robbers, cowboys and Indians, warriors and rebels. Of course, he always wanted to play the hero and would chase me, the self-declared villain, around the house. Sporting his Lone Ranger domino mask, Cesare would cock the barrel of his toy gun and shoot in my direction as I clambered over the living room furniture. 

“Why are you still running?” he’d yell. “I just killed you!”

Cesare believed the good guy always won, and this led to much frustration on his part when I didn’t abide by his unrealistic idea of how the world worked.

Although Cesare loved to play war, I don’t think he ever really wanted to be a soldier. But he did have an official green military helmet my sister Marcella bought him from our local Army surplus store. When I was nine years old and Cesare was five, Marcella, who we all called Mars, was a sixteen-year-old, self-proclaimed hippie, the family artist who spent countless hours strumming her guitar, writing poetry, and composing songs. She also spent a lot of time at the surplus store shopping for her wardrobe essentials: Levi’s blue jeans, oversized denim shirts, and colorful bandanas. The helmet was designed for a grown man or a fearless almost-man who thought he was immortal and was primed for the front lines. But on Cesare’s little head, it wobbled and thumped as he ran rat-tat-tatting the enemy.

About that time, Cesare got an aviator’s hat from the same surplus store my sister was helping to keep in business. It was leather and had earflaps, the kind of helmet worn during World War I. It was meant to be worn with aviator goggles, so Cesare made do with swimming goggles. He ran around for hours with that goofy cap on his head and fluorescent red swimming goggles covering his eyes, his arms spread out wide, gliding like a make-believe airplane through the neighborhood streets on the west side of Los Angeles. “Look at me! I’m the Red Baron!” he squealed. At five years old, he’d already found his calling, and he never wavered from it. 

When Cesare was ten years old, he became hooked on an Argentinian soap opera about a handsome airline pilot and his romantic exploits. Even the title, Amandote (Loving You), was alluring. The show depicted the glamorous life of a modern-day playboy who jet-setted around the world having romantic affairs with beautiful women in every port. Cesare was in awe of the main character and would often recite lines and reenact scenes from the latest episode. 

Mom wasn’t thrilled about the idea of her son becoming a pilot. She argued, “It’s so dangerous. If God had intended for man to fly, he would have given him wings.” 

Even at age ten, Cesare was prepared with a rebuttal. “Mom, do you know that more people die in car crashes than in airplane accidents? Flying is the safest mode of travel.” 

For years as a successful pilot, he proved the old adage right. But after Cesare died, I looked up the statistics for his claim, wondering whether he’d had the facts straight or was simply parroting others. 

According to the U.S. Department of Transportation, each year 1 out of 7700 drivers die in automobile accidents while 1 in 2.1 million people die in airplane accidents.

Holy crap, I thought, one in 2.1 million! Cesare had been right. After discovering that information, I wondered many times if my brother had ever imagined he’d become that one in 2.1 million. 

One in 2.1 million. The statistical unlikelihood of my brother’s death by plane turned out to be our unimaginable reality. 

Cesare was determined to enroll in flight school, and as soon as he earned his private pilot license, he headed out for regular afternoon flights by himself to enjoy the solitude in the wide expanse of blue all around him. His free spirit thrived on the freedom only flying could give him, freedom without roads or structure or clearly defined lines.

If Cesare was the dreamer, I was the bookworm. Where he sought to explore the heavens, my feet were planted firmly on solid ground. By the time I was about ten years old, I was mesmerized by the beauty of regal mountain ranges and gently rolling hills. While riding in the back seat of our family’s big Oldsmobile Cutlass, I gazed at their majestic peaks and low-lying valleys in the distance, tracing their smooth outlines with my index finger and somehow feeling a connection. There was something about towering mountains rising to touch the sky that gave me a sense of peace. 

I loved to build castles out of mud and sand, carefully refining the water content and soil mixture like a mad scientist until I’d created a structure stable enough to stand on its own. I repurposed my Lincoln Logs and designed an intricate system of roadways and bridges specifically for our Matchbox cars. And I was especially fascinated by the most famous of civil engineering failures, the Leaning Tower of Pisa, so I spent endless hours reading and conjecturing what had caused the tilt. My childhood hypothesis was “quicksand, just like in the cowboy movies.” I didn’t know it then, but I was already showing clear signs I was meant to be an engineer. 

But that wasn’t my only calling.

I was four years old the day my parents brought Cesare home from the hospital. My mother handed me the baby bundle, and my father said, “Take care of your little brother. Always take care of your little brother.” 

This sense of love and protection for our little brother was borne from Dad’s Italian culture. The strong bond of family, la famiglia, was paramount with him. As a young man, Dad had left his home in Rome following World War II in search of a better life in America. He arrived in the US with very little beyond strong family values that he had instilled in us. As Dad’s namesake and the youngest, il piccolo, Cesare became the center of our nuclear family. 

I looked down at the swaddled Cesare sleeping in my arms and felt tall with pride. I took that command very seriously and for the next few years rarely let him out of sight. I always alerted the adults when he wandered into the deep end of the pool, and I shooed away neighborhood bullies. 

Then when I was thirteen and Cesare was nine, the unimaginable happened. Our father was diagnosed with terminal lung cancer. Our parents had chosen to shelter us from the truth, but it stumbled clumsily out into the open, as truth often does. 

Dad asked me to go with him on an errand. Buzzing with excitement, I accepted the offer. It would just be the two of us! I jumped into the passenger seat of the Cutlass without asking where we were going, although anyplace would have been fine with me. I would have gone to the end of the world with my dad. 

We arrived at a fancy office building in West Los Angeles, a relatively short drive from home. A smiling lady dressed in a pin-striped business suit greeted us at the door and invited us to sit, but I wandered over to the framed diplomas on the wall. As I tried to decipher the meanings of some of the words and phrases on the diplomas, the chitchat at my back became an unintelligible drone. Then I heard my father say something devastating, and he said it just as casually as someone ordering a pizza. “I have lung cancer,” Dad said to the lady across the desk. The words sliced through me like ice water.

I stood frozen in place, afraid I’d just overheard something forbidden. Cancer. Did Dad know I’d overheard his conversation? He’d only spoken the words after I walked away. Or was this his way of telling me? 

I couldn’t bring myself to look at my father. I didn’t really know what cancer was, but somehow, I already knew Dad was going to die from it. Not knowing what to do, I chose to keep staring at the wall. Behind glass, the diplomas now seemed to streak black ink down the cream-colored background. 

The drive home was quiet. I expected Dad to console me, to tell me all would be well. He didn’t. Maybe he expected me to ask about what I’d overheard. I didn’t. 

I couldn’t tell anything was wrong with my dad, so I reasoned I’d been mistaken, that Dad wasn’t going to die after all, and we’d continue to live together as a family until happily ever after. But several weeks later, cancer, the beast, came calling. 

One Saturday night, we rushed Dad to the hospital in a mad panic as he struggled to breathe. He shuffled into the ER, steadied by Mars, every step an agonizing gasp for air as he seemed to plead for help with wide-open eyes. Several nurses wheeled him away, slapping an oxygen mask over his face as they hustled down the corridor, Mom and Mars running alongside. Cesare and I ran behind, two of our steps for every one of the adults’. 

As the group turned the corner and disappeared, my brother and I stood, relatively lost in the hospital. Fear was stamped on Cesare’s face, and in my head, I heard, “Take care of your little brother.” The words compelled me to muster all my courage.

For the next couple of hours, Cesare and I roamed the hospital lobby trying to keep ourselves entertained. The TV played the news, which we
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