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Rhett was my Copilot

My copilot, Jerry, breezed into the cockpit at push back pins five
and threw down his flight bag. “Sorry I'm so late -- | somelsmnewed up
my schedule and didn't even know | was supposed to fly today.

That sort of thing happens from time to time and the&m& much you
can do about it. Even with the most expensive and coatpticcalendar
systems, reminder notes, PDA's, computer schedules aahethif you put
your schedule in wrong you are going to mess up no malkiatr system you
use.

That is the nature of a screw-up. You can't predietrt because, after
all, they are a screw-up which by definition means ttayhappen anytime.

Anyway, I've done the walk around, made all the “noig€&PWS,
etc) programmed everything signed the logbook and made the coffee.
Besides, it looks like we’re going to have a gate hold fwNork again
today, so relax. Just plug in, sit back and chill, my mans ait'taken care
of.

“You've been around for years and years and years,” Sarty “I'm
sure you've had your share of no-shows and late sign-ins.”

I've had a few. The worst one was also the only unexcoisedhat
got me a letter in my personnel file. It involved my dogei

“You no showed because of a dog?

It appears from looking at the latest ACARS messagatdhe gate
hold that we have an hour to kill so I guess I'll tedlyabout it.

Rhett was a Border Collie that we adopted as a six welek ol
abandoned puppy back in Tallahassee during the latteioflayg FSU
experience.

He was a sick dog at the time — eaten up with fleas, sjoafhsorts of
skin diseases and malnutrition. He was the perfectalog mewly married
couple just starting out. | found him wandering around bysklfrin a park.
| bundled him up in towel and loaded him into my 1968 Rambler Avaeri
for the ride to our apartment.

As he grew into a less flea bitten and larger versidmnroself, he
developed into quite a friend and business partner. While otilege dogs
would sit outside of the classroom building waiting for tlouners to come
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out, Rhett would go in with me and sleep beneath my feetglatasses
where | wished | could sleep. You have to remember tleaetivere the wild
and wooly seventies. Hair was long, kids could smoke ss¢cknd your dog
was welcome if he or she didn’'t poop or make a fuss.

You may be wondering what my dog Rhett has to do with/eti@an
story and more importantly, an airline no-show. I'ntigetto that, but first,
you have to know what kind of dog Rhett was.

He was the kind of dog that would eat the carpet of gpartment,
claw up your “Wings Over America” aloum (which, in pect, was a
blessing) and get the whole place rife with fleas aridtiHe was also the
kind of dog that could catch a Frisbee, outrun the otherrapattcomplex
dogs, swim like an otter, hump like a whale, and dig likeradsick mole.

He was the kind of dog that looked out for his homies.

One night, a burglar tried to come through our front door uninvited
very late at night. Rhett attacked and bit the crap obirof He was very
protective of my wife and | was never under any allus®toavhich one of
us he would pick to protect in a fire fight. If it camehatt | knew | was on
my own, but | was cool with that.

Rhett was never the kind of dog to get Timmy out ofldng of well,
but knowing he was around and looking out for us was always fodom
Besides, I'm sure he would have regarded Lassie as a puds3n
incredible brown-noser.

Because of his tendency to destroy our one bedroom apartment
started taking him to work at the flight school. He startechkiation career
as a tied-up cur outside the office, but later was idviteide to sit by the
fan and stay cool.

Once, on a whim, | stuck him in the back seat of a 17Xltaking
out with an instrument student. It turned out that he was toofly. From
then on, whenever | could wheedle him into whatevetaxigl was flying,
he came along.

These flights included the all-nighter canceled check flights
sometimes took after a full day of instructing. He keptamake and was
good company. Sitting curled up on the right hand seat ofewbéaAztec or
Navajo or Baron | was using, he gave me somebody beasigssf to talk
to. Also, during the three hour nap | got in the airplangtlanta was more
restful for me knowing | had my protector right beside me.

Rhett enjoyed the status of being “first dog”. By thahean that we
had him at a time of our young lives when we really naé for a dog.
Where ever we went he went. You occasionally stélyeunger people with
their first dog. The animal usually has a big grintgnface and some sort of
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bandanna around its neck.

Time passed, airlines beckoned and kids arrived. Rhetusdrough
it all. The one bedroom new-hire apartment, the chedplreouse in the big
city and the three or four moves that junior airlin@tgilare wont to take.

He never got to fly with me again after the airlmeed me. For some
reason that | still don’t understand to this day, thenaisldon't let pilots
take their dogs with them. That was okay with him becheseas very
busy raising our two kids and keeping the Chicago neighborhood wanived
under control.

We didn’t notice at first, but he was getting a liglewer and a little
grayer around the muzzle. Sometimes he didn’t jump up antb rilne door
when we came home and there were times when hdigst want to chase
the Frisbee or kill the squirrel that was running acrossobdivision sized
yard.

After you have a few dogs in your life and you hawme experience
with them you realize that they have a shorter lf@nsthan you do and that
they won't last forever. This isn’t true with yourdirdog. They are supposed
to last forever.

It was an early Sunday morning. The wife and kids wéraahurch
and | was almost ready to load myself into the car foritteeto O’Hare and
yet another trip as a 727 engineer.

| had my black polyester pants on as well as my white ghlwt with
the wings that had no star, because | was only the dexdbcer. My bags
were packed, my coffee was in my “White Hen refillalngulated travel
mug” and | was ready to head out the door.

Rhett wasn't in his usual spot by the exit where hellyslizrally got
his “licks in” as | left. Where was he?

A search of the house for him came up empty untghtnto my
baby daughter’s room and found him curled up under the crib. He was
panting. Not healthy dog pants, but sick little shallow desp&asps. He
looked up at me and for the first time in his life he lookeaad.

| scooped him out from there and it didn’t take long toteathe
needed to go to the Vet, right friggin now. Even though | wastupslid
have the presence of mind to call crew scheduling andheeti t might be a
little late for sign in.

“You're going to be late because of what?” an incredusmheduler
asked.

“My dog. He’s sick and I'm taking him to the vet.”

In the wide expanse of good excuses to be late fgp,d knew for a
fact that having a sick dog wasn’t one of them. Tougy tittvasn’t going to
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leave Rhett when he was like this. And we were operatiagore-cell
phone world so | couldn’t page the wife at church.

We made to the vet but it didn't make any differeriigett died on
the cold metal vet table, wrapped in my embrace and lookirag i@ with
now calmer, accepting eyes. He was twelve and had a go@s aidog. |
was proud to be his owner; glad | was with him at his end andidvwawie
missed a dozen trips in order to be by his side at that mome

I’'m not that dedicated now and I'm a lot more cynical alvoy{ob,
but back then | knew | had to go to work. | left a messagatd®ioett with
the next door neighbor so they could tell my wife what hapgen

Damn me. | should have gone home and told her mysedfder for
one hundred and forty Florida tourists to make it to Tampdf ahdaour
earlier | let my young wife go home to an empty houskaadead dog. The
tourists could have waited. Maggie loved that dog more ltdécdhand when
she left for church he was alive and happy. Coming hoeneds dead and
gone.

| finally got to O’Hare and we pushed back about forty fiautes
late for our Tampa flight. | was covered in dog hair, apd blood and | had
been crying. It was one of the hardest days of my flggrger. They give
you a week off if you lose a human family member. WAn@um lose a dog
family member and show up late for sign in they give ytaitar in your
file and a stern talking to about crap like values, rdligtand duty to the
flying public.

| sat though the obligatory chief pilot lecture the nex¢kvieut you
know what? Screw the flying public and screw reliahility had to do it all
over again | would have done it exactly the same way.

Later that year, when flying with another captain, htiened this
episode and said something like: “well, at least Rhett @aheaven now,
chasing rabbits and having sex with sultry Irish Setters.

With the perfect certainty that comes from beingria e said: “There
iIs no dog heaven. Dogs don’t have souls -- when thelgasl they are
simply dead.”

He then went into an hour long Jesus talk that | magtiored
because | refuse to believe in any kind of god that would alevastoid
doofus like this guy go to an eternal reward while my dogoeiag with
more soul in his left floppy ear than this guy could eveehawuld have no
big grassy field with great smells to run around in untduld join him.

That is why | never discuss religion in the cockpibtiNng good can
come of it.

For many of my most harrowing flights when | was in my twesti
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God wasn’t my copilot, Rhett was. Now you are, Jerry,iaisctime to call
for push-back.

Jerry picked up the mike and made the call with a look ofabésthat
spoke volumes. Maybe he had a dog that he had lost. Morg hikelas
telling himself to
never, ever, ask me to tell a story again during ourdayrtrip.

To Order Clear Left, I'll Have the Chicken, an airline captain explains
life
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