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My Story

If I can stop one heart from breaking, 
I shall not live in vain.

If I can ease one life the aching, 
Or cool the pain,

Or help one fainting robin,
Into his nest again,

I shall not live in vain.
 —Emily Dickinson

“A hero is an ordinary person who performs an extraordinary 
act under outrageous conditions.” Someone once used that 

definition and I couldn’t agree more. What I’m about to share is a 
story of heroes…a story of those who performed amazing feats, 
exhibited courage, and offered unconditional love…a story of 
those who displayed professionalism, yet whose hearts shone 
through. In many ways, this story is not my own. You may recog-
nize some of these heroes from your own story.
Monday, January 23, 2006

I got up at 5:15 that morning, in order to catch an early flight. 
Because I travel quite a bit for work, I am all too familiar with the 
morning chaos at the airport. That morning I knew the drive to the 
airport would be both lengthy and tedious. Then, of course, I had 
to park my car, catch a shuttle to my gate, check my bags, and 
hope I got a decent seat placement. I was there early to allow ex-
tra time for everything to fall into place for my day. This particular 
morning, I was in line for security scanning and had my boarding 
pass an hour-and-a-half ahead of my scheduled departure. I took 
a quick inventory of everything I needed for my business trip and 
felt confident my trip would be successful. 

I had just received a new computer bag as a gift from my wife 
for my business trips. This wasn’t any ordinary computer bag. I 
could fit not only my computer but also my printer, my presenta-
tion materials, and all of the wires and hook-ups I would need. I 
could even stuff a novel into the front pocket of my case to occupy 
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any uneventful minutes during my trip. I had a terrific computer 
bag that was heavy. I was fully prepared for my trip, but not for 
what I experienced that day.

I cleared security at the airport and settled into a seat to work 
on my computer. Kansas City International had free Internet ac-
cess, so I was able to catch up on my e-mail. Time flew by as I 
worked, until I checked my watch. Time was getting dangerously 
close to departure and they had not yet called the flight. A rush 
of anxiety surged through me, since I still had a connection to 
make in Minneapolis. I was concerned that I might have a real 
tight connection.

Hoping for answers, I got in line and ask the gate agent what 
was going on. He explained that there had been a flight delay 
and that an announcement was pending. Although I appreciated 
his willingness to hear me out, I knew that my connection in 
Minneapolis could be threatened by the delay. The friendly gate 
agent checked the monitor and, sure enough, the next flight out of 
Minneapolis would be later that afternoon. If I flew on a later flight, 
I was worried that I wouldn’t have enough time to complete my 
work before I had to leave again.

I wasn’t happy, but there was nothing I could do. I fretted over 
the time and went back to my computer work. Airlines generally 
allow for a certain amount of flight delay in the connection time 
between flights, so I decided to assume everything would work 
out.

I was traveling that day on a Northwest Airlines flight from 
Kansas City to Sioux Falls, South Dakota. Once in Sioux Falls, a 
rental car would be waiting for me for my drive to the impressive city 
of Mitchell, South Dakota. Mitchell is famous for the Corn Palace, 
a building that’s decorated with multi-colored corncobs replicating 
ornate depictions of people and historical events each year. The 
Corn Palace is really quite a sight and is the community’s pride 
and joy. My agenda included a meeting with a car dealer to study 
and analyze his parts and service departments. If my efforts were 
successful I would be able to provide additional training for the 
dealership personnel. The analysis would be quite time consum-
ing and I planned to get started as soon as I arrived. 
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Annoyed at the ticking minutes, I tapped my watch to see 
if perhaps the minute hand was moving forward. I was already 
an hour past departure time, practically guaranteeing my missed 
connection flight in Minneapolis. Finally, the announcement came 
and we boarded. I got an excellent seat and I remember thinking, 
Ah…my luck is changing.

I read my book all the way to Minneapolis. When I exited my 
seat, I was near the front of the plane, so I was able to de-plane 
quickly. I headed for the bank of departure monitors on the wall. I 
checked my watch and learned that I had twenty minutes before 
my next flight. Quickly, I scanned the monitors looking for Sioux 
Falls–I found the listing and did a double take. I had come into 
gate G-8. The departure for Sioux Falls was at gate A-2. I had 
to find an airport map—and fast. A-2 was on the opposite side 
of the airport. I took off fast for a very long walk—or should I say 
jog—and then a train ride to get there. I made a rushed “two-step” 
while using the moving sidewalks and then the train to get to gate 
A-2. I made the gate with five minutes to spare. 

The ticket agent smiled warmly, as I handed my ticket to her. 
I wiped the beads of sweat from my forehead, and the agent’s 
smiled waned. The ticket machine had rejected my ticket. Finally 
she said, “Oh! This ticket is for Sioux Falls. My gate is for Sioux 
City.” 

My heart sank. I knew I had missed my connection. The 
agent noticed my look of desperation and announced that she’d 
call over to the other gate to let them know they’d have a late 
arrival.

“You mean I might make the flight?” I queried.
“Yes, but you’ll have to hurry.”
I thanked her profusely and took off in a flash.
I dodged around people, skipped the train—because I saw 

that the train had just passed going the opposite direction. I then 
picked up the pace into a trot the whole way to gate F-6. You see, 
F comes before G and if I had just turned left, instead of right, 
I would have been at the gate with time to spare. As I rushed 
through the airport, cursing my stupidity, I kept thinking, “I’m not 
going to make it; I’m not going to make it.”
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I made it! My ticket was scanned and I was admitted onto the 
plane. Although I felt badly that I had detained everyone, my mood 
was lifted. When I was informed that my that my seat had been 
upgraded to first class due to my frequent flyer status, I thought 
perhaps I had worked myself into a frenzy over nothing. I swung 
my fifty-plus pound bag into the overhead compartment and took 
my seat. The flight attendant must’ve read my mind, because she 
promptly brought me a glass of water. One more person boarded 
the flight and took a seat right in front of me. Whew, I wasn’t the 
last one after all. 

I chuckled. I felt obligated to explain my tardiness and my 
sweating and winded state, so I relayed my ordeal in the termi-
nal to the person sitting next to me. The flight crew secured the 
airplane door and, within minutes, we were airborne. My mind 
drifted to my business trip, but for some reason, I simply couldn’t 
catch my breath. I usually recover from exercise fairly quickly but 
I felt so tired and winded, which was unusual to me. I tried to read 
my book, thinking this might settle me down a bit, and my heart 
rate did slow a little. I watched the plane take on altitude and, as 
it did, the cabin pressure began to build. For some reason, I just 
didn’t feel well. Something wasn’t right.

Just seven months earlier, my wife and I had decided that I 
should take an early retirement so we could move to Overland 
Park, Kansas, to be near our parents and grandchildren. I had 
been with a major automobile manufacturer for twenty-two years, 
so before I retired, I had a complete physical check-up with my 
family physician in Germantown, TN. I also got my teeth cleaned 
and an eye exam before we made our move. My doctor told me 
that my blood sugars were a little high and that my cholesterol 
was a bit elevated but that neither warranted medication. I had my 
last stress test just two yeas earlier, and the doctor recommended 
that I get another test sometime in the upcoming year. I didn’t 
think too much about that, since I had no history of heart ailment 
in my family. My grandfather and my great-grandfather lived into 
their nineties and were generally in pretty good health. My mother 
and my father were still living and had no physical complications. 
I thought I had no reason to worry.
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Our plane reached 30,000’ and we banked over what I 
thought was Mankato, MN, and I felt a pressure in my upper body. 
The pain wasn’t immobilizing, but I felt as though someone were 
sitting on my chest. I felt pain in my right shoulder and arm and 
fingers were starting to get numb. I felt sweaty, but I didn’t feel 
hot. I had never before experienced the feeling of being clammy. 
I could feel my heartbeat, but I couldn’t catch my breath. I kept 
wiggling my fingers, trying to get some blood into them. I felt as 
though there were a lump in my chest. Finally, I ask the flight 
attendant if she could get an aspirin and a glass of water for me. 
She had a quizzical look on her face and asked if I was all right. I 
said I didn’t think I was and that I could sure use the aspirin.

I realized what was happening, and I couldn’t believe it was 
happening to me. I had always thought I was in fairly good physi-
cal condition. For Pete’s sake, I had just moved across country, 
refurbished a house, started a new traveling job, and had an 
important business trip to complete. I simply did not have time 
for this! The pain in my shoulder began to radiate into my arm, 
and I asked again for that aspirin. The flight attendant asked the 
passenger next to me to get up. She sat next to me and once 
again asked if I was okay. I repeated the same negative response 
as before. She said, “You really don’t look well.” I mumbled some-
thing, but I’m not sure what that something was. She asked me if 
we needed to do something. I told her that I had pain in my right 
shoulder symptomatic of a heart attack. “Wouldn’t the pain be in 
your left shoulder if this were a heart attack?” I answered, “No, it 
is definitely in my right shoulder.” My shoulder ached and the pain 
radiated down my arm and into my hand. Everything felt surreal, 
and I just couldn’t seem to focus. I had a difficult time forming 
words and remember feeling concerned about any inconvenience 
to the other passengers. 

Suddenly, everything began to go black and my whole body 
became numb. I could literally feel the life slipping out of me. I 
knew I was dying–this was the end. As I began to fall into the 
abyss, I could hear the flight attendant talking to me, but I couldn’t 
understand what she was saying. My last thought was, “God, look 
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after my family, I’m leaving a real mess behind. They just cannot 
take care of themselves.” And that was it. I was gone.

Those who rescued me have told me what happened next.
As I went down, the flight attendant, Nancy Morris, yelled for 

another flight attendant, Wendy Pickarski. David Collyer, the pas-
senger seated immediately in front of me, stood up and screamed, 
“I’m an EMT!” Wendy then called out to the passengers, asking if 
there was a physician on board. Kevin, the passenger just across 
the aisle from me, jumped up and said, “I’m a trained Emergency 
Room Nurse!” Without hesitation, they all jumped into action. 
Nancy quickly went to inform the pilot what was going on. Wendy 
and the two passengers unbuckled my seat belt and wrestled me 
to the floor. They checked for a pulse. There was none. I had lost 
all heart function and brain function. Technically, I was dead. David 
and Kevin began to apply CPR. They took turns, but the CPR did 
not revive me. Wendy went in hot pursuit of the AED (Automatic 
External Defibrillator). They pushed my tie aside and unbuttoned 
my shirt to expose my chest. They read the brief instructions on 
the AED and attached the leads to my chest and belly. Wendy 
and David exchanged a long glance and Wendy said, “Push the 
button.” David pushed the button and a shock surged into my 
heart. 

I immediately came around. A single shock with the defibrilla-
tor and my heart restarted.

Medtronic, an AED manufacturer, explains that an AED will 
monitor your heart rate and blood pressure. If you do not need a 
shock, it will not deliver one. If the first shock does not bring you 
back, it will deliver another automatically. There is no danger of 
being shocked by mistake. 

I didn’t feel a thing. I just kind of woke up. When I returned 
to consciousness, my experience was like coming out of a deep 
well of total blackness as the blood rushed back into my brain. I 
saw the faces of Wendy and David immediately. My feet were 
strangely immobile. 

I tried to move and to get up. My first thought was that I had 
fainted. I heard a voice from the direction of my feet and I felt 
hands shaking there holding my legs in place. Kevin said, “Sir, 
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you have to lie still. You just had a heart attack!” Nancy was stand-
ing over him. 

There they were, like four angels hovering over me. Now this 
kid can be pretty smart sometimes, and the concept immediately 
sunk in. A flood of things hit my brain all at once. One of the first 
was that I was alive and very much in trouble. I struggled for air. 
I could not get enough oxygen. They had a portable oxygen tank 
next to me, and I was gasping for each breath. 

Kevin, David, Wendy, and Nancy each asked me questions 
of one kind or another. In turn, I would ask what my heart rate and 
my blood pressure were. I was lucid, even if I couldn’t breathe. 
My chest hurt and my lungs burned. They informed me that the 
pilot, ironically named Peter Paul—a pair of saints, no less—had 
turned the plane around and was heading back to Minneapolis. 
Somehow, I made the connection that they might try an emer-
gency landing at one of the local airports. Minneapolis said they 
could have an emergency team at the plane upon landing.

I was still on the floor, and the ride back to the airport felt like 
my last ride on the bumper cars at the local amusement park. 
My chest hurt and I just couldn’t breathe. I remember thinking, 
“If I could just close my eyes and go back to sleep, everything 
would be all right.” I laid there on my back, not knowing if I would 
survive long enough for the landing. I just knew I’d be okay if 
only I could just go back to that peaceful place I had been just a 
short time earlier. David, Wendy, Kevin, and Nancy kept coaching 
me to stay with them, to not go to sleep. They kept asking me 
questions, trying to keep me alert. I finally got my aspirin. They 
kept me alive—and on this side—with their encouragement. They 
asked questions about my family and told me about theirs. They 
held my hand, and they stayed right there on the floor with me 
while we landed. I kept asking about my heart rate and blood 
pressure as if I understood what they were telling me. Frankly, 
the numbers didn’t make sense–they just seemed high. My heart 
was racing to try to pump oxygen into my lungs, but my body was 
not cooperating. 

The pilot radioed the Minneapolis airport, and the air traffic 
controllers cleared the runway for an emergency landing. The 






