Mission accomplished!  Wheels full stop for STS-131!  Congratulations, Jim Dutton, on your safe and successful return to Earth this morning.  Wow, how fun to write that, having been there at the start of the flight, seeing you go from 0mph to Mach 24+ in a few minutes.  I thank the Lord for His protection over you and everyone, as well as giving thanks for all He has given us, and you and your family, in and around the entire STS-131 event from prep work to final stop.  
Do I even need to say it?  If you weren’t there with the 62 of us, you really missed out.  I don’t think anyone there would disagree with me on this point.  It was the sort of experience that should’ve had its own accompanying soundtrack, sometimes rockin’ sometimes contemplative, but always happy and upbeat.

When I got back home and to work, the three words I kept using to describe the whole overall weekend were: “Spectacular” (the launch) “Inspiring” (seeing everyone together and receiving many encouraging words) and “heart-warming” (experiencing deep connections).  It was cool enough watching the launch, but what really made it all worth it was seeing our friends together again, just RELAXING!  Some (like – ahem – the Adams family) really got into it and I was so inspired to see their excitement and planning for the event.  Like I said, it was…
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Spectacular

Erik Bowman hosted over 200 grads, family and friends on his roof, going through a LOT of coordination to make it all happen.  Thank you again, Erik!  We watched a great welcome video from Jim Dutton before going out to see the space station streak by…right in front of the moon!  After a prayer we waited for the final countdown.  3…2…1…!
What a second before was a silver statue under floodlights blanketed by darkness became a bright shining star.  The grass became green, the sky became blue and the stars, once beckoning, were suddenly banished by the glorious power and majesty of solid rocket booster thrust.  We were screaming.

About that time, our shouting stopped, but not because we had.  Instead, the voice of the shuttle had finally reached us and challenged us to a shouting match, which we lost.  The thunderous roar had the sounds of rattling, cracking and banging inside it as well.  It was violence, pure and simple.  Discovery rose from the ground was now rapidly departing the area.  The stars suddenly came back out and we were once again in darkness.  We watched that curving column of exhaust, now extending several miles in altitude, lit by moonlight, pushing Jim well past Florida.  Two tiny red dots moved off from the larger white dot at the center, and at that location a few minutes later we saw the most amazing “nebula” of glowing gases, surely left behind by the rocket booster separation and lit directly with the sunlight of the upper atmosphere.  The gas particles shimmered inside the expanding cloud of blues and greens, several miles up.  I was absolutely transfixed!
Without the rocket boosters, the contrails of exhaust from the main engines glowed against the dark sky by the light of the rising sun.  These contrails were nothing but the thinnest wisps, trailing in perfectly curved lines and framing the white dot of Discovery in the shape of a comet.  We learned later this halo effect has hardly ever been seen before.

Now twisted and bent like a shoelace, the smoke column glowed blue, green, yellow, red, orange, pink and white.  It was like magic!  Which makes a photo of this effect from the Magic Kingdom all the more appropriate.
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I would love to go on and on, but I think you get the impression of why I say it was spectacular.

I saw later on NASA TV that Jim wore a USAFA Flying Club ballcap as he was prepped to enter the shuttle.  Totally cool, Jim!  Just one of the many ways in which the weekend was….
Inspiring

To be filled with spirit; that’s really what that word means, isn’t it?  And we were!  Individual inspiration, treasured personal relationships and the pride of group association all mixed together.
At the after-launch beach party, Ed Black greeted us wearing the garb of Basic Cadet Black!  I’m not kidding: yellow cap with blue nametag pinned, and all.  You should’ve seen him.  Thank you for such a great job hosting the party, Ed!  It and the dinner hosted by Leslie Beavers were the perfect settings for enjoying one another’s company.  In many cases the spouses were having just as much fun as the grads.  I was told by some how easy it was to participate without having to worry about the food, the plan, and getting everyone adequately prepped.  No “family deployment” pre-op preps.  We want to do it like that again!  And so we shall; this mini-reunion really whet our appetite for a first-rate 20-year reunion.  
Many of you inspired me to reach higher.  I was thrilled to learn what you’ve accomplished.  I appreciated how you spoke to me, since I’ve gone through a journey myself over the past four years, searching for sources of inspiration professionally and personally.  I’ve been preparing, you might say, for doing my best work yet outside the military.  I know I can do it, but I’ve not really been assured of having what it takes.  Thank you for making it all so….

Heartwarming
Everyone I talked to seemed to take away something deeply significant and reflective, sometimes at several levels.  It’s those deeper levels that only reside in the heart, and in their goodness provide us with warmth and comfort, with renewed vigor for what we have in life.

In addition to the visual magnificence of the launch, there were dozens of memorable moments.  Here are some snapshots:  Roadtrippin’ with Eric Waxvik and friend Mike.  The first joyous greetings together at KSC under the Saturn V with Dave, Casey, Eric, Leslie, and Art.  Casey’s girls declaring confidently that they hate flying, complete with wincing grimaces and tongues sticking out.  General Scott revealing the story of having an apartment when he was a cadet.  Dave Damrath tearing up during the launch.  Sandcastles and kids in the surf…lots of kids!  Cherianne and Mike filming greetings to Jim. Leslie receiving a good news business call while wading in the surf (like a movie scene – *wink-wink*).  Dancing to reggae.  Sharing hearty laughs with DeeDee, Jim and their spouses.
For so many years I have been looking at and anticipating the “20” as if it was the end.  Our weekend showed me it is only the beginning.  I am so proud to be called your friend, and I can now truly, without reservation, say that I love every one of you, and would still this day go into battle with you.  May we always work together for the glory and success of our fellow Americans.
It’s going to be an awesome reunion next year!

Congratulations on a safe return and many thanks, Jim, for what this mission has meant to all of us.
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