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​Chapter One: First Flight.
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Natalie Aldridge has always had love in her heart, and for as long as she can remember, that love has been her love for flying. It all started on her eighth birthday. Natalie's father, David, had decided to give her the gift of the sky. 

David always knew how much his daughter admired him for being a pilot; in Natalie’s mind, her father was a superhero. 

Natalie remembers that day like it was yesterday; it’s a day that she knows she will never forget. The early morning sun beamed in through the thin blue fabric of her Powerpuff Girls curtain set. The bright glow penetrates her eyelids, gently waking her from her sleep. 

A light tapping echoes through the bedroom as the door slowly creaks open. 

“Happy birthday to you!” a deep voice erupts through the room, followed by a chorus of two higher, softer voices. “Happy birthday, dear Natalie,” the chorus continues in unison.

Still tucked into her blankets, Natalie turns her head to see her father, David, her mother, Julianna, and her little brother, Micky, who is only a year younger than Natalie.

Natalie notices the round cake in her mother’s hand, with eight colorful candles decorating the top. 

“Time to make your birthday wish, sweetheart,” David says, taking the cake from Julianna’s hands. “But remember, no cake until after you eat something real. Your mom made you an amazing breakfast.”

“I helped her make it,” Micky’s small voice says, interjecting into the conversation with a proud smile. 

Natalie sits up, uncovering herself from the thick blanket. With a big stretch and a wide smile, she leans over toward the edge of the bed and closes her eyes. She purses her lips together, and in a single breath, she blows out the eight flaming candles.

“What did you wish for, sweetheart?” Julianna asks, looking into her daughter's hazel colored eyes. 

“Don’t tell her!” Micky says, with alarm. “If you tell her what you wish for, it won’t come true.”

“Oooh,” Julianna says, in a mock concerned tone. “Oops, guess I forgot the birthday wish rules. We’ll leave you be, so you can get dressed and ready, birthday girl.”

Julianna steps closer to the bed and kisses Natalie on the top of her head. David, Julianna, and Micky turn toward the door and exit Natalie’s bedroom.

After getting dressed, Natalie leaves her bedroom and joins her family in the dining room of their single-story country-style home, where the smell of freshly cooked bacon wafts through the air. 

To her surprise, the top of the dining table is adorned with a vast selection of breakfast items. It wasn't unusual for the Aldridge family to wake up to the smell of a freshly cooked breakfast prepared by Julianna, but today’s spread was like nothing Natalie had ever laid eyes on before. In the center of the rectangular oak wood table sits a white plastic platter stacked with a mountain of buttermilk pancakes. Next to the platter of pancakes was a smaller platter, waffles on one side, and French toast on the other. 

“There’s our birthday girl,” David says enthusiastically, handing Natalie an empty plate. “Fix yourself a plate, pancakes, French toast, waffles, or all the above. Today is your day, my love. Go crazy.”

“And after we’re done eating,” Julianna says, chiming in, “we’ll open up your birthday gifts.”

Natalie takes the plate from her father, “Thanks, Daddy,” she says, as she begins piling food on her plate: one pancake, one waffle, and two pieces of her favorite, French toast. 

Julianna can’t help but smile, knowing Natalie’s eyes are much bigger than her stomach, and would never be able to finish that amount of food in one sitting.

Natalie grabs a couple of pieces of bacon and sits down at the head of the table. David's seat is usually at the head of the table, but as per Aldridge family tradition, the birthday girl or birthday boy takes it. Everyone begins eating. Natalie, of course, eats slower than the rest of her family; she always takes her time to savor every bite.

When breakfast is over, Micky and David help Julianna clear off the dining room table. Natalie stands from her chair and heads out to the living room, because in the Aldridge household, if it’s your birthday, you don’t have to help clean up. 

David and Julianna stand at the kitchen sink. David rinses food remnants from the dishes while Julianna loads them into the dishwasher.

“Do you think she’s ready?, David.” Julianna asks, trying not to sound worried. “I mean, I know she’s been wanting this for a long time now, but there’s no reason we can’t wait longer. What if she’s not ready?”

David hands her another rinsed plate and turns off the sink's water. Picking up a dish towel, he dries his hands and turns to face his wife.

“Sweetheart, we’ve talked about this,” David says, putting his hands on Julianna’s hips. “I understand you’re worried, but she’s going to be fine. Natalie has been asking for this since her last birthday, and you know if we keep putting it off, it will probably never happen.”

“So, you’re saying we should keep putting it off,” Julianna says sarcastically, with a dimpled grin.”

“Nice try, Jules,” David says, smiling back at her. “Come on, let’s go make our little girl happy.”

Taking Julianna by her hand, David leads her out of the kitchen, through the dining room, and out into the living room. 

Natalie sits on the middle cushion of the tan-colored couch, and Micky sits next to his big sister, sharing the same cotton-wool cushion. David steps over to his usual spot in the living room, an old recliner chair that has seen better days and in no way matches the rest of the living room furniture. “Are you ready to open your presents? Birthday girl,” he says, taking a seat on the ugly green recliner.

“I’ve been ready, Dad,” she says enthusiastically, smiling. “I’m waiting on you.” 

“That’s my girl,” Julianna says, chuckling as she takes a seat on the couch next to her children. 

David reaches down beside the recliner and pulls up a few brightly wrapped presents.

“Open mine first!” Micky says, bursting with excitement. 

David quickly sorts through the gifts on his lap, finding the smallest one. It was easy to know which gift would be from Micky, it’s the one with too much tape on it. He insisted on wrapping the gift himself because he thought that would make it extra special.

David passes the small gift over to Natalie, “This one's from Mick,” he says, with a grin. 

Taking the gift from her father, she rips off the already wrinkled wrapping paper. A round of laughter bursts through the quiet of the living room, as everyone watches a ball of wrapping paper stick to the palm of Natalie’s hand. She wiggles her arm back and forth quickly, until the ball of paper falls to the floor.

Looking down at her lap, Natalie sees the birthday gift her little brother made for her, a picture frame made from colorful popsicle sticks. Around the edges of the frame are hand-drawn images of airplanes. 

Natalie sees Micky’s eyes light up with joy as he notices the smile on his sister’s face. “Thank you, Mick,” she says, leaning over for a gentle hug. “I love it,”

“Here’s your next one,” David says, handing her another box, this one a little bigger than the first. “This is from your mom.”

Taking the medium-sized box from David, Natalie sets it down in her lap and tears open the wrapping paper. Removing the lid of the box, she reaches in and takes out the tissue paper. A smile graces Natalie's face, and she pulls from the box a child-sized Amelia Earhart costume, complete with flight jacket, goggles, and brown flight cap.

“Oh my god!” Natalie says excitedly, looking at Julianna, “Can I go put this on right now?” 

“Of course you can, baby girl,” Julainna says. “But hurry back, you still have your father’s gift to open.” 

Natalie stands up from her spot on the couch and rushes out of the living room, returning a few minutes later in head-to-toe Amelia Earhart gear. Though her time away from the living room is short, Micky has scooted his butt closer to Julianna, taking Natalie’s spot on the couch, but she doesn’t mind. 

“That costume suits you well, sweetheart,” David says, holding up a small white box.” Time to open your last gift.”

Though this last box is even smaller than the first gift she had gotten, Natalie knows from being a Daddy’s girl that there must be something extra special inside. She takes the box in her tiny fingers and slowly peels off the wrapping paper, hands the wadded-up wrapping paper to her mother, who places it in the tiny trash can next to the couch. 

Natalie lifts the lid off the box and peers down inside. A small piece of black and gold plastic in the shape of wings is revealed. 

“Here, honey,” Julianna says, standing up from her seat. “Let mommy help you with that.” 

Julianna pins the wings from the box to Natalie’s flight jacket. 

“Today is the day,” David says, as he gets to his feet. “Today is the day that Daddy’s little girl finally gets her wings.”

“Really?” Natalie says, throwing herself off the , and wrapping her arms around David’s leg. “Do you mean it? Are you taking me up?”

“I’m taking you up,” David says, smiling, as he bends to Natalie. He picks her up. “Today, I give you what you’ve been wishing for, I give you the gift of the sky.”

Julianna pulls out a disposable Kodak camera and quickly snaps a photo, capturing the joyful moment between David and Natalie. 

“Are you ready for your first flight? Baby girl,” David asks, setting Natalie back down, planting her feet on the floor.

“Yes!” she says, excitedly, louder than she had expected her tiny voice to go. “Let’s go, Daddy, let’s go!”

David takes his daughter by the hand and smiles down at her. “Let’s go, baby girl, let’s go.”

David and Natalie walk through the living room and out through the door of the home. Julianna and Mick follow closely behind and leave through the door right after. 

“I’ll take Nat in my truck,” David says, turning to face his wife, Julianna. “You and Mick follow in your car, and we’ll meet you there.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Julianna says, giving David a small kiss on the lips. “We’ll see you in a minute,” she continues, bending down to kiss Natalie on the cheek. 

Natalie, whose cheeks are now rosy red from the excitement and the feel of her mom's kiss, walks over to David’s 1986 fire engine red Dodge Ram truck. 

David opens the passenger-side door, then lifts Natalie and places her in the cab. After strapping her into the seatbelt, David walks to the other side and climbs into the driver’s seat. Pulling the key from his blue jeans pocket, he slides it into the ignition and starts the engine.

Just a few miles away from the Aldridge family home, David pulls into his second favorite place. It's a private airfield in Southern Minnesota and is owned by David’s best friend, Hank Emery. 

David and Hank have known each other for almost as long as either of them can remember, having both grown up in the small town of RedWing, Minnesota. Both men had gone to school together and even attended college, though Hank dropped out after the first semester and became a firefighter. 

It was David who stayed in school to continue his studies, and soon after graduation, he went to flight school, eventually logging enough hours to get his pilot’s license. Once he took to the skies, it was hard for David to keep himself grounded, and now is the day he gets to share the freeing feeling of flight with his daughter. 

“Hey, hey. There she is!” Hank says in his booming voice as Natalie climbs down from the truck. “There’s the beautiful birthday girl, come give your uncle Hank a big hug.”

Natalie runs across the gravel parking lot and into Hank's grizzly bear-like arms. Hank picks her up, and she wraps her arms around his neck. 

Natalie chuckles, “Uncle Hank, your beard tickles,” she says, giggling. “It tickles my ear.”

“Guess it’s time for a good shave, huh? Little one,” he says, laughing. “But for now, let’s get you ready to fly.”

Hank sets Natalie down gently, then, with his head, motions for David and Natalie to follow. He leads the Daddy, Daughter duo to a big steel building. Right away, Natalie knows the building is a Hangar for small planes. Pressing a button attached to the side of it, Hank opens the garage-style door. Inside the hangar is a beautiful 1997 Cessna 182s Skylane.

“Fully equipped,” Hank says as he steps inside the hangar. “It’s got a fuel-injected 230 horsepower Lycoming IO-540-AB1A5 engine, and when this baby’s got a full tank of gas, she’ll get you from here to Miami, Florida in about fourteen hours if you’re going top speed.”

“Ooh!” Natalie says, smiling.”Can we go fly to Miami?Daddy.”

“Haha,” David laughs heartily. “Not this time, sweetheart,” he says.” Pretty sure that mother of yours would probably kill me.”

The sound of a car door shutting erupts behind David, and he turns to see Julianna and Mick getting out of the maroon colored Chevrolet Malibu.

“Speak of the Devil,” Hank says to Natalie in a whispered tone, smirking. 

“Well, we would have been here sooner,” Julianna says as she approaches the hangar. “But someone had to stop and pee, because they didn’t go before we left the house.”

“That was you, Mom,” Mick says, giggling.

In unison, everyone else laughs at Mick's comment.

A few short minutes later, David is in the cockpit of the Cessna 182s, and Natalie is on his lap, buckled into the seat with him. David taxis the plane out of the hangar and onto the dirt runway. The engine sounds like the purr of a happy kitten, as the propeller on the nose of the plane begins rotating. 

“Are you ready? Birthday girl,” David says, looking down and kissing the top of his daughter’s head, with his hands on the controls.

Before Natalie can answer, David starts moving the aircraft down the runway. Inch by inch, the plane picks up speed, and Natalie feels a nervousness in the pit of her stomach. With each passing second, she sees the nose of the plane climbing higher and higher as she looks out through the cockpit window. 

Reaching nine hundred and twenty-five feet in the air, David straightens out the plane, but continues climbing in altitude. “See where my hands are?” David asks.”I want you to place your hands right under where mine are and firmly grasp the controls. Remember, Nat, this is not going to be easy; use every bit of strength you have to hold her steady.”

“Okay, Daddy,” Natalie says, doing what David instructs her to. “Now what?” she asks, keeping her fingers tightly wrapped around the controls.

“Now,” David says, with a proud tone in his voice. “Now, birthday girl, you spread your wings.
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​Chapter Two: Grounded.
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Twenty-two years later, Present Day.

Grand Marais, Minnesota

As per usual, Eddie Jensen wakes up before his alarm is set to go off. Today, as with most other days, it’s a nightmare that wakes the former Air Force pilot from his sleep. Now he lies in bed, hoping that one day the nightmares will go away, in the very least, a new nightmare could come his way instead of the same one over and over again.

“Time to get out of bed, Eddie,” he says out loud, trying to motivate himself to start the day. “You’ve got work to do, Eddie. Let's get moving.” 

After another minute or so of lying on top of his blankets, Eddie finally slides his legs off the bed and plants his feet on the carpeted bedroom floor. Shutting off the alarm clock, he rushes to get dressed and heads down to the kitchen of his two-story townhome. 

Just as he does every morning, Eddie Jensen begins making breakfast, ensuring his girls won’t go to school on an empty stomach. First, he opens the refrigerator and removes six eggs from the carton on the top shelf. Cracking the eggs into a medium-sized glass bowl, he mixes the yolks with a fork. Bending down, he removes a frying pan from under the counter and places it on the stove’s front burner. Coating the pan with butter-flavored cooking spray, Eddie turns on the heat and pours the egg mix into the pan. 

Waiting for the food to cook, he thinks back to a time not long ago, when he could hardly turn bread into toast without burning it. Leslie, Eddie's late wife, was the one who did all the cooking, but now with her gone, it’s up to him to take care of the house, as well as his Ten-year-old Daughter Alyssa, and her Eight-year-old little sister, Emily. Of course, Alyssa does whatever she can to help Eddie take care of her little sister, but it’s not a burden a Ten-year-old girl should have to bear. 

“Girls!” says Eddie, yelling up the stairs. “Hope you’re getting ready, we only have twenty minutes to eat and get going.”

“Down in a minute, Dad,” Alyssa says, hollering back down to him. “Emily’s taking forever in the bathroom again.”

“Emily, Honey. You have to hurry up, your sister needs to get in there too”. Eddie says, once again hollering up the stairs.

Eddie sniffs the air and quickly heads back into the kitchen when he catches the familiar smell of burnt eggs wafting through the air. He sees a thick cloud of smoke rising from the frying pan as he steps through the kitchen door-jamb. 

“Not again,” Eddie says to himself, rushing over to the stove and turning off the burner. 

Placing the hot pan in the sink, he lets the eggs slide down into the garbage disposal and flips the switch. Turning on the water, the pan sizzles, filling the room with even more smoke. A sequence of obnoxious beeps erupts from the smoke detector, and Eddie rushes over to it.

“Ugh,” Alyssa says, walking into the kitchen. “Again, Dad?” 

“Guess I had the heat up too high,” he replies with a nod, as he waves a dish towel under the smoke alarm, trying to get the noise to stop. “Can you open the window and get some of this smoke out of here? Please.”

Alyssa puts her backpack down on the counter, steps over to the kitchen window by the sink, and opens it. 

“Oh no, Dad,” says a small voice from the doorway. “Not again.” 

“I’m doing my best here, girls, I really am,” Eddie says, turning to see Emily. “I’m trying here.”

“We know, Dad,” says Alyssa, retrieving her backpack from the counter. “You’re taking good care of us, and Mom would be so proud of you.”

Hearing these words come from his oldest daughter fills him with a feeling of pride and sadness. Pride because his girls take care of him as much as he takes care of them, and the sadness he feels is from seeing the spitting image of his late wife Leslie, just by looking at Emily with her thick-rimmed glasses, and long, dark brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. 

“I’m sorry, girls,” he says, as he heads over to the cabinets by the refrigerator. “I don’t have time to make anything else, and if we stop and get something on the way, you’ll both be late again.”

Opening the cabinet, Eddie reaches in, removing two packs of toaster pastries from the box of Pop-Tarts. “This will have to do for now,” he says, handing a pack to each of his kids. “We have to go.”

Rushing out to the garage, everyone quickly gets into Eddie’s black Jeep Compass. Alyssa takes the passenger seat up front, while Emily rides in the back. “Buckle up, girls,” Eddie states, starting the engine. “We’re not going anywhere until you do, you know my rules.”

In unison,” Safety first,” Alyssa and Emily say, as they strap on their seat belts, clicking them in place.

Hitting the button on the garage door opener clipped to his visor, Eddie backs the S.U.V. out. 

After dropping the girls off at school, Eddie looks at the clock on the dashboard. Realizing he still has an hour to kill before work, he drives to a nearby coffee shop, The Bean-Bag. This is another part of Eddie Jensen’s everyday routine. 

Stepping in through the coffee shop doors, the smell of fresh coffee penetrates his nose. Another smell disrupts the aroma, and he detects the scent of freshly baked chocolate chip cookies, but Eddie is pretty sure this scent comes from a small candle behind the counter. 

Some of the interior decor was almost laughable, especially the mismatched tables and chairs that adorn the center of the room, and the giant bean-bag chairs that line the side windows. 

Before his marriage to Leslie, Eddie would avoid hipster hubs like this one, but since her passing, he hasn’t been able to tear himself away from the place. 

“Got a tall, hot, black drip ready to go for ya, Eddie,” says the old redheaded woman behind the counter, calling out to him from across the room. “And a warm buttery crescent.”

“Aw, Gladys, you doll,” he says, greeting the woman with a smile. “You know me too well, my dear. You know me too well.”

Approaching the pick-up counter, he takes the bagged crescent and coffee. With his regular order in hand, he heads toward the door, but doesn't leave the shop. Placing the bag and cup on a tall bistro table by the door, Eddie takes a seat on the wobbly wooden stool. 

He takes a small sip of coffee, then reaches into his pocket to retrieve his cell phone. Unlocking the phone with a quick swipe of his thumb, Eddie begins scrolling through his apps until he finds the one marked Weather. He taps on it, taking another sip of his already warm coffee. 

“Clear skies all day today,” he quietly says to himself, removing the thin plastic lid from his cup. “Always a good thing, makes my job a lot easier.”

Taking the crescent from its white paper bag, Eddie dips the sweet buttery pastry in his coffee. Finishing the crescent in just three bites, Eddie places the lid back on his cup, crumples the white paper bag, and leaves the building.

Now feeling fueled up by Breakfast and caffeine, Eddie, in his Jeep, sits in a parking space outside of his air traffic control tower. Looking out through the windshield of his SUV, he stares up at the Cab of the tower, the room where air traffic controllers have a panoramic view of the entire airport. For Eddie, this isn’t just where he works; this has been his home away from home since he left the Air Force. 

Unbuckling his seatbelt, he gets out of the vehicle and pushes the door shut. Taking a few steps across the blacktop, he takes another quick glance up at the tower, then enters the light gray colored building.

Eddie enters the only elevator on the ground floor and takes it to the top of the tower. Reaching the top floor, he steps out of the elevator and into the glass-encased room. Lining the walls of the octagonal structure are state-of-the-art computer consoles, topped with high-tech radar and communication equipment. Eddie settles into his usual console and slides on his headset.

The indentation in the seat of his chair is a welcome comfort, Reminiscent of the comfort he used to feel in the cockpit of his C-17 Globemaster III, a four-engine plane used to transport troops, military vehicles, and other equipment, as well as played a key role in aero-medical evacuation missions. Sitting here now, working the control tower at a small airfield
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